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About the Book

The house has soft, purple wisteria twining around the door.

You step inside.

The hall is cool after the hot summer’s day. The welcome is kind, and always warm.

Yet something makes you suspect life here can’t be as perfect as it seems.

After all, the brightest smile can hide the darkest secret.

But wouldn’t you pay any price to have a glorious place like this?

Welcome to Winterfold.

Martha Winter’s family is finally coming home.


By Harriet Evans
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Part One
The Invitation




The family – that dear octopus from whose tentacles we never quite escape nor, in our inmost hearts, ever quite wish to.


Dodie Smith, Dear Octopus




Martha



August 2012


The day Martha Winter decided to tear apart her family began like any other day.


She woke early. She always did, but lately she couldn’t sleep. This summer sometimes she’d been up and dressed by five: too much to think about. No point lying in bed, fretting.


On this particular morning she was awake at four thirty. As her eyes flew open, and memory flooded her body, Martha knew her subconscious must understand the enormity of what she was about to do. She sat up and stretched, feeling the bones that ached, the prick of pain in her knee. Then she reached for her old silk peacock-feather-print dressing gown and quietly crossed the bedroom, as always stepping over the board that creaked, as always silently shutting the door behind her.


But David wasn’t there. She could count on the fingers of both hands the nights they’d spent apart, and this was one. He’d gone to London to see about that exhibition, and Martha meant to put her plan into action today, before he came back; told her she was wrong.


In late August the sun still rose early over the hills above Winterfold, the heavy trees filtering the orange-rose light. Soon, they’d whisper, as the wind rushed through the leaves at night. Soon we will dry up and die; we will all die some time. For it was the end of summer, and the Plough was in the western sky. Already, she could feel the chill in the evening air.


Was it because autumn was on its way? Or her eightieth birthday? What had prompted this desire to tell the truth? She thought perhaps it was this exhibition next year. ‘David Winter’s War’, it was to be called. That was why he said he’d gone to London, to meet up with the gallery, go through his old sketches.


But Martha knew that was a lie. She knew David, and she knew when he was lying.


That was what had started this all off. Someone in a gallery in London deciding the time was right for a show like this, little knowing what damage they would do. So innocuous, thinking the past was dead and buried and couldn’t hurt anyone. ‘Didn’t David Winter do some rather good stuff on bombed-out London?’ ‘David Winter? The Wilbur cartoonist?’ ‘Absolutely.’ ‘Gosh, no idea, old chap. Where was he from?’ ‘East End, I think. Could be interesting. Not just cartoon dogs and all that.’ ‘Good idea. I’ll write and ask him.’ And then plans were laid and events put in motion and slowly, inexorably, the truth would come out.


Martha made herself a pot of tea, every morning, singing to herself. She liked to sing. She always used the same mug, Cornish pottery, blue and cream stripes, her gnarled fingers hooked round its scalding.middle. She had time to drink tea now, gallons of the stuff, and she liked it strong. ‘Thrutchy,’ Dorcas had called it. A good Somerset word, that: Martha had learned it during the war. Evacuated out of Bermondsey aged seven in 1939 – four kids in one room, where life and death was seemingly as random as swatting a fly or missing it – one day she’d simply been shoved on to a train and the next morning woken up in a strange house with a view of nothing but trees out of the window. She might as well have been on the moon. Martha had gone downstairs, crying, and there she’d seen Dorcas, sitting at a table like this. ‘Cup of tea, my dear? Nice and thrutchy, it is.’


A long time ago. Martha drained her first mug of tea, then spread her pens out, and the smooth creamy paper. Readying herself for the moment when she felt able to write.


So many years now in this gentle, honest house, every inch of it made with care, refashioned with love. They had been here for forty-five years. At first Martha had thought she’d never be able to take it on. It was a mess when they saw it; green paint covering the original Arts and Crafts wooden panelling, rotten floorboards, the garden one large compost heap of mouldy, brown mulch.


‘I can’t do this,’ she’d told David. ‘We don’t have the money.’


‘I’ll make the money, Em,’ he’d told her. ‘I’ll find a way. We have to live here. It’s a sign.’


The children had bounced up and down, holding on to their parents’ arms, little Florence like a monkey, gibbering with excitement, Bill peering out of windows, shouting, ‘There’s a huge dead rat up here, and something’s tried to eat it! Come up!’ Even Daisy’s face had lit up when she saw the space Wilbur would have to run around.


‘But do you have the money?’ she’d asked, worried. Daisy heard too much, Martha knew it.


And David had swept his daughter into his arms. ‘I’ll make the money, little one. I’ll make it. For a house like this, wouldn’t it be worth it?’


Martha always remembered what Daisy said next. She’d struggled to be put down on the ground again, crossed her arms and said, ‘Well, I don’t like it here. It’s too pretty. Come on, Wilbur.’


She’d run off into the house again, and Martha and David had looked at each other and laughed.


‘We have to live here,’ she’d said, feeling the bright sunshine on her head, the children shouting happily behind her.


David had smiled. ‘I can hardly believe it. Can you?’


‘Shall we tell them why?’


Her husband had kissed her, and stroked her cheek. ‘No, I think not. Let’s keep it our secret.’


They had money now, of course, but not then. David was the creator of Wilbur the dog and Daisy, the little girl who thought she understood him. Every home had a Wilbur tea towel, pencil case, a book of cartoon strips. But back then Wilbur was in the future and the Winters had nothing much, except each other. Only Martha and David knew what they’d gone through to get to the moment where they stood on the lawn that hot day in 1967 and decided they’d buy Winterfold.


She had forgotten nothing, nothing that had happened before, or afterwards. The secrets every family acquires, some small – little indiscretions, tiny jokes. Some big, too big for her to bear any more.


The morning sun was above the trees now. Martha moved around the kitchen, waiting for the tea to brew. She’d learned the art of patience long ago; learned that having babies slows you down, takes your dreams of your own career and slowly chips away at them. She had wanted to be an artist too, as much as her husband. But each pregnancy tied her firmly to her home; each night lying awake on her side, feeling the movement, back aching, breath short, and nothing to do but wait for the baby to come. And then you grew older and slower and those babies grew up and left you. You could hold them close but one day they would leave, as sure as the sun rising in the morning.


Bill was still here, she told herself, but he was different, not the man she’d thought he’d become. He was nearly eight when they moved to Winterfold. Daisy and Florence would spend all day out in the garden, or in the tree house in the woods, collecting friends, dirt, stories to tell. But Bill would usually remain inside, playing Meccano, or battleships, or reading his book. Occasionally he would come into the kitchen or the sitting room, his sweet, serious face hopeful: ‘Hello, Mother. Are you all right? Can I give you a hand with anything?’


And Martha, in the middle of mending a plug or stuffing up a mouse hole, for there was always something to do in this house, would smile, knowing what he knew: that Bill had saved up his visit to her, counting down the minutes, because he wanted to be with her all the time, but knew he couldn’t. It was sissy, and Daisy already taunted him about it, not to mention the boys at school. So if she felt she could get away with it Martha would give him a hug and something to do: washing up, chopping vegetables. Both of them pretending he didn’t want to be there, that he was only trying to be helpful. Where was he now, that serious, brown-eyed boy who’d broken her heart with love every day?


At least he was still here. Her daughters weren’t. After Bill came Daisy, and the moment they’d handed her to Martha that first time Martha had looked into her green eyes, just like her own, and known her. She could translate perfectly her furious, shifting expressions, her love of solitude, her little plans. Daisy was the only thing Martha and David had ever fundamentally disagreed about, in six decades. People didn’t understand her. But she’d proved them wrong, hadn’t she?


‘Daisy? Oh, yes, she’s very well. We don’t hear from her so much these days. She’s very busy and the area she’s in has extremely poor communication. She sends a message, from time to time. But we’re so proud of her.’ It was a neat little speech, she knew: Daisy had come good. Daisy wasn’t who everyone thought she was. Whereas Florence  . . . Martha often felt Florence was like a giraffe in a family of eels. She loved her, was so proud of her, in awe of her intellect and her passion and the way she’d become, against all the odds, spectacularly her own person – but sometimes she wished she wasn’t so  . . . Florence.


Bill, Daisy, Florence. Martha told herself she loved all her children equally, but in the secret part of herself she had a little rhyme: Bill was her first baby, Daisy was her first girl and Florence was David’s. She knew it sounded awful. But it kept coming back to her, this little rhyme. She’d find herself chanting it under her breath while she weeded the garden, walked into the village, brushed her teeth. Like a song stuck in her head, as though someone were playing it while she slept every night. She found she was terrified someone might look into her heart, and see what she had done. But the time for secrets was over. It was coming. It was all coming to her, and soon it would all come out.


Would anyone want to come back after the truth was out? There was a set programme of entertainment in place at Winterfold, which never varied in the detail. Their Christmas drinks party was the biggest night in the diary for miles around: mulled wine served from a huge, two-foot-high pot on the Aga, Martha’s famous gingerbread cut into stars and hung with ribbons on the huge Christmas tree, which stood in the sitting room, by the French windows, as it had done for years and would continue to do. The Valentine’s Day drinks, where the children handed round heart-shaped sandwiches and the guests drank too much sloe gin, and more than one amatory mistake had been made late at night walking back down to the village (the teenage Bill, alighting from the bus late one night returning from another party, swore he’d seen Mrs Talbot from the post office kissing Mrs Ackroyd, the landlady of the Green Man, on the other side of the bus shelter). Fireworks every year on Guy Fawkes Night, a hugely popular Easter egg hunt, and there was always a summer party in August, around which people planned their holidays: an awning on the lawn and paper lanterns stretching along the driveway.


Nothing changed, not even after the disastrous summer party of – was it 1978 or ’79? which had passed into local legend. The truth was no one knew why, or could have explained how it was different, at Martha and David’s. Their house was lovely, the food was delicious, the company was always warm and fun. All Martha had ever wanted was to make it clear that you were welcome. Whoever you were. Whether you were the television actress who lived in the mansion at the top of the hill, or the postman who stopped to chat to Mr Winter about cricket every day in summer. That there was no ‘gang’. All she and David had ever wanted to do was to make a home, a place unlike their past. To give their children a childhood that would stay with them. To work hard together. Be happy.


A blackbird bounced through the herbs in her garden, acid-yellow beak pecking at the cocoa soil. He looked up with a bright, glassy-eyed stare at Martha as she sat by the window, pen poised, and she met his gaze until he darted into a hedge. She took another sip of tea, delaying for just a second. Savouring the final moments of stillness. For she knew that the moment she began to write, something would be set in motion, a time bomb waiting to go off. She would post the invitations and then the party would happen and she, Martha, would finally be able to tell them all what she had done. And it would never be the same after that.


A single tear dropped on to the worn kitchen table. She sat up straight, and said to herself, ‘Come on, old girl. It’s time.’


Carefully her pen scratched across the surface, lines cross-hatching and curling till they formed something, a house, a long low house: the roof, the wooden buttresses, the old front door. Underneath, in her beautiful italic script, she wrote:


David & Martha Winter


request the pleasure of your company at


a party to celebrate Martha’s 80th Birthday


There will be an important announcement. 


We ask that you please be there. 


Drinks with friends Friday 23rd November 2012 7p.m. 


Family only lunch 1p.m. Saturday  24th November


Winterfold, Winter Stoke, Somerset


R.S.V.P.




David


It was a mistake. He shouldn’t have come back.


David Winter sat alone in the corner of the pub, trying not to look as obviously out of place as he felt. Returning to the old neighbourhood was one thing. Meeting here – he’d been crazy to suggest it, but he hadn’t known where else to go. The old Lyons Corner House was a bank, the other old places round here all gone or so gentrifed they weren’t actual pubs any more.


He flexed his aching hands in and out and checked his watch again, blinking hard. Some days he felt better than others. And some days the black cloud felt as if it were swallowing him whole in its pillowing softness, so that he was ready to float away with it. He was so tired. All the time. Ready to lie down and go. And yet he couldn’t, not yet.


Seventy years ago, when he was a boy, the Spanish Prisoners had been the roughest pub in the whole area, and that was saying something. They said the Ripper had drunk there, once upon a time. That a barmaid was murdered and buried beneath the bar. The clichés weren’t funny here, they were true. Every kind of Bill Sikes was to be found at the Spanish Prisoners – and Nancys too, women like his mother. There was nothing David didn’t know about that, about dark corners, terrified women, fear that sank into your bones so deep you didn’t know if you’d ever shake it off the rest of your life, ever be free of its shadow.


The Spanish Prisoners had stunk of tobacco, of piss and sweat, of mould and sewage, and stout. There were men there who could recall sheep being driven down Islington High Street to Smithfield Market, who remembered the old Queen’s death, who’d had sons killed in the Boer War. Davy Doolan had collected the pennies whenever his mother played piano and waited to help her husband home. If he decided to come home, that was. The pub was a vast Georgian box on the outside, London stock brick, big windows, and it was a mystery how inside it was such a dark warren of a place. You had to be fearless, or dying of thirst, to go in there.


Now, in 2012, it was unrecognisable – a gleaming temple to the religion of coffee and microbreweries – and David wished his hands weren’t so damned painful that he couldn’t whip out a notebook there and then and start drawing. The wood shone, glass sparkled. The list of beers was as long as David’s arm; he hadn’t known where to begin, and in the end had plumped for an orange juice. The barman had a beard, tortoiseshell-frame glasses and when he walked past David after his shift ended, David had noticed, with his cartoonist’s eye for detail, that he was wearing shorts, socks and slip-on loafers, carrying a canvas printed bag. Before that, though, he’d presented David with a minuscule glass of hand-pressed Valencian orange juice and said politely, ‘Four pounds, please.’


Four pounds for a glass of orange juice? He thought how Martha would laugh if she saw him, for the first time practically, baulk at the expense of something. But Martha wasn’t here, and he couldn’t tell her about this. He had to carry on with this fiction for his visit to London. And he hated it, hated lying to his wife.


It wasn’t entirely fiction: there was to be an exhibition of his early East End work. When the call came through, he had agreed, hadn’t he? With a weary acceptance: time was running out. A fortnight after the gallery had rung him to suggest the idea, David had finally taken out the drawings, hidden away for decades in hard, cloth-backed folders in the cupboard in his study. He’d waited till Martha was out; gritted his teeth, and at first it had been fine. Then, suddenly, it had been too much, looking at them again, the weight of what he carried. He’d simply put his head on the desk and cried, like a little child. And he couldn’t stop crying, had to tell Martha he was going to bed, another headache. He knew then, knew it meant he had to ring her up, beg her to see him again.


‘Davy?’


The tap on his arm made David jump; he looked up in shock. ‘Don’t get up.’


‘Of course–’ he struggled to stand, his breathing rapid, every gulp an effort. ‘Of course I will. Cassie, my dear.’ He put his hand on her shoulder.


They stared at each other, face to face after forty-four years.


She was the same height as he, tall for a woman; he’d loved that about her. And her eyes were cool and clear and grey, like they saw through you and were laughing at you. Her ash-blond hair was smooth, carefully twisted up on her head. She wore no wedding ring. She looked  . . . classy.


‘You’re still tall,’ he said. ‘Tall and beautiful. I’d know you anywhere.’


She fiddled with the belt of her coat, never taking her eyes off him. ‘I can’t say the same about you, Davy. You look – well. I wouldn’t have known you.’


He gave a faint smile. ‘Let me get you a drink.’


‘No, Davy. I’ll get it. You sit down.’


She returned with a rum and Coke. ‘Five pound eighty! Five pound eighty, Davy, what a racket!’


Her rueful smile relaxed him. He pointed. ‘Four pounds, this was.’


‘The world’s gone mad.’


‘Too right, Cassie.’


There was an awkward pause; she took a sip of her drink. David cleared his throat. ‘So – you keeping well?’


‘I’m all right, thanks.’


‘Where you living?’


‘Flat off the Essex Road. I came back, you see.’


‘I’m glad,’ he said, uncomfortably.


‘It’s not the same. Everyone’s gone. It’s bankers and lawyers round here mostly. Or younger people. I don’t know anyone.’ Beneath her heavy fringe her eyes filled with tears. ‘Long way back to Muriel Street from where you are, isn’t it?’


He nodded. He didn’t belong here. He’d hoped he might walk around afterwards, but fear haunted these streets for him, the way it always had. Suddenly he wished he was at home, sitting in his sunny study, the sound of Martha singing in the kitchen, Daisy and Florence playing in the garden  . . . He blinked. Daisy was gone, wasn’t she? And Florence  . . . Cat was still there, yes? No, Cat had gone too. They’d all gone.


‘You got any more kids? I’m sorry. I don’t know – anything about you.’ He gave an embarrassed half-laugh.


‘You know I didn’t want us to stay in touch,’ she said. ‘Look, we got our own lives. No. I haven’t got any kids, Davy. We never had any, me and Terry.’ Her watery eyes were fixed on him again. ‘You understand what I mean.’


His hand covered hers. ‘I do, Cassie.’


‘What I don’t understand is why you wanted to see me,’ she said. ‘After all this time.’


David shifted in his seat. ‘I’m dying,’ he said. He smiled at her, trying to ignore the pain that was always there. Her grey eyes widened.


‘Davy. That true? Cancer?’


He loved the vowels. Kainsa. That London voice. He’d lost it deliberately, couldn’t wait for it to melt away. ‘No. My heart.’ He clenched his fist, in and out, like the doctor had showed him. ‘The muscle’s dying. It doesn’t want to work any more. One day I’ll just – phut. Then that’s it.’


Her tears fell then, little black circles staining the newly waxed wood tables. ‘Oh, Davy.’


He hadn’t told Martha. Only his son, Bill, knew. As Cassie put her arms round him and drew his head on to her heaving shoulder, as she cried softly and silently, it occurred to David she was the only link he had to where he’d come from. He’d tried for years to put it away, to push forward towards the golden life he’d promised himself he and Martha deserved, only to be obsessively seeking it out again now. He thought of the meeting he’d had that morning with his gallery in Dover Street.


‘I mean there’s a few I wonder if we need to show. Sensitivity and all that. Do we want to include this one?’ Jeremy, the director of the gallery, had slid the watercolour, pen and ink towards him.


David had looked at it and as he always did with everything he drew, squeezed his arms against his sides, a little aide-mémoire to help him recall what it was, why he’d done it, how, what it had been like. In fact, he remembered the scene well, a bombed block of flats out in Limehouse. He’d walked there, the morning after a bad night. V2 rockets had come to London when the war was almost over, and they were worse than the bombs of the Blitz. You only heard them, flying towards you, if you were out of their path. If they were headed right for you you never knew, until it was too late.


David didn’t sleep much, since the bomb that hit their street. He’d dream about pulling Mum out of the wreckage, his sister too, running away with them somewhere safe. Not to the shelters but far away, out of the city, out where there were trees and no dead people, and no dad, coming at him, huge and black, stinking of stout and that smell men got.


He’d woken up early that morning. Walked and walked as he liked to do. He could walk for hours, no one was bothered where he was, after all. He’d gone along the canal to Limehouse, past the bombed-out warehouses, the abandoned boats, the muck. A girl asleep on a bench, lipstick smudged, greenish tweed skirt twisted around her legs. He wondered if she was one of those kinds of girls and he’d have stopped to draw her but a policeman came past on a bicycle and shoved him along. He kept on walking, and walking, because John, a boy down the street, had told him there was a bad lot there.


The sketches he produced that morning of the scene in Victoria Court became the painting he’d seen that morning, nearly seventy years later, in the white, hushed gallery in Mayfair. But he could still remember how it felt, all those years later. Women sobbing, hair coming loose from their scarves. Men dazed, picking through the rubble. It was very quiet, otherwise. There was one wall standing, against the road, and he’d squatted and sketched, a parody of a still-life scene of the corner of a room.


Flaps of yellow wallpaper printed with ribbons, fluttering in the morning breeze. The side of a cup, a packet of rice, a tin plate, blue paint scratched off. And a child’s arm, probably a toddler, the cotton sleeve of its shirt frayed where it had become detached from the body with the force of the explosion. The small pink fingers, curled up.


‘Of course it stays in,’ he’d said.


Jeremy had hesitated. ‘David, I think it’s wonderful. But it’s very dark.’


‘War is very dark,’ David had said, the pain almost sending him under. ‘Either we do this or we don’t. If you want cheeky urchins playing in rubble, forget it.’ He had bowed his head, remembering, remembering, and the other men were silent.


Now, as he hugged Cassie, he realised he didn’t know her any more, and that he had to do what he’d come here for. He sat back and patted her hand.


‘Don’t cry, dearest. Let me tell you why I wanted to meet.’


She wiped her nose. ‘Fine. Make it good. You bastard, making me cry, after all these years. You’re the one who ran out on me, Davy.’


‘Don’t start that. Didn’t I help you?’


‘You saved my life,’ she said. ‘And my little girl’s, later. I know it, I’ll always know it. Davy  . . .’ she gave a big sigh, ‘ . . . I wish it was all different, don’t you?’


‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Maybe. Maybe not. I’d never have gone to Winterfold if it hadn’t been like this. I’d never have met Martha. And had the children.’


‘Give me their names, then? All of them?’


‘Bill, he’s the eldest.’


‘Where’s he?’


‘Oh, Bill never went far. Lives in the village, he’s a GP. Pillar of the community, you might say. Married to a nice girl, Karen, much younger than him. Second marriage; he’s got a grown-up daughter, Lucy. Then there’s Daisy  . . . she’s – well, we don’t see her so much any more. She’s in India. A charity worker. Very dedicated. Raises money for these schools in Kerala.’


‘Blimey. How often does she come home?’


‘It’s sad. She doesn’t, really.’


‘Never?’


‘Not for years now. She has a daughter, too. Cat. Lives in Paris. We raised her, after Daisy  . . . left.’


Cassie seemed fascinated by this. ‘She ran out on her own kid?’


‘Yes. But  . . . it’s hard to explain Daisy. She was – she’s difficult to understand. We’re very proud of her.’


It was such an easy lie, once you got used to it. He kept thinking of Daisy these days. Wondering what had gone wrong with her, whether it was his fault, something in his genes.


‘And – the other one, Davy, so what’s she called?’


‘Florence. Florence is the baby. But she’s very tall too.’


Her eyes met his. ‘Just like her father.’


‘Just like her father and we’re very close. She’s  . . .’ he hesitated, ‘ . . . very academic. She’s a professor, Cassie. Of art history. Lives in Florence.’


‘Lives in Florence and she’s called Florence?’


He smiled. ‘It’s true. She—’


A languorous waiter came over to ask them if they wanted food, and broke the spell. David looked at his watch and said no, and Cassie slid her purse into her handbag. She clicked her tongue. ‘So tell me what you want.’


David took a deep breath, ignoring the fluttering pain in his chest. ‘I want you to come to Winterfold. Meet them all. Before I die.’


She laughed. It took him by surprise, big belly laugh, a touch of hysteria, and it went on and on, until the fellow drinkers turned round to see what the two old people in the corner found to laugh about.


When she stopped laughing, she swallowed, and drained the rest of her rum and Coke.


‘No,’ she said. ‘Absolutely not. You got your nice life down there, I got mine. That’s the deal we made. I wish it were different but it’s not. Forget it about the past, Davy.’


‘But we need to straighten everything out. I want it all done before  . . . I don’t know how long I’ve got. It could be months, it could be a years, but—’


She gripped his wrist, her eyes bright. ‘Davy, you always said I was cleverer than you. Didn’t you? So listen to me. Leave the past alone. Forget you saw me. All right?’


‘But doesn’t family mean anything to you, anything at all?’ David tried to hold on to her grip, but she pulled her hand away from him and stood up.


‘Yes, my dear, it does. It means pain, and misery, and suffering, and you’re mixed up with it enough. Take the time you’ve got and just enjoy it,’ she said, fixing her big bright scarf, not looking at him. Her voice wavered, but she finished firmly, ‘Let it be, Davy. God bless you, my love.’




Karen


Karen Winter sat at the bar while the girl in front of her held her fingers, scraping at her cuticles. Outside, rain fell steadily out of a metallic sky, turning the golden Bath stone a dirty sand. People hurried past the nail bar, the fogged-up windows blurring their figures into smears of dull colour. Karen stared blankly up at the music channel on the screen above her head, eyes following the video, not registering any of it.


The invitation had arrived that morning, as she was on her way out. What did it mean? What the hell was Martha on about? Had she guessed? Was it a threat? Karen wasn’t normally one for introspection: she acted first, thought later. When her stepdaughter, Lucy, stayed with them she alternately drove Karen up the wall and made her laugh with her amateur dramatics, staying in bed till all hours, sighing over her phone, frantically texting, scribbling her every last thought into a book she called a Journal, which Karen thought was pretty pretentious. Then she’d flop into the kitchen at midday and say she hadn’t slept well because things were ‘on her mind’. Karen, who was only ten years older than Lucy, always wanted to retort: Can’t you unload the dishwasher at the same time as having things on your mind? Karen was a devotee of motivational self-help books and knew the main principle of effective living as outlined in The  7 Habits of Highly Effective People was the Character Ethic. Lucy needed the Character Ethic. She, Karen, had it and – well, anyway.


She sighed. Coralie looked up. ‘OK, miss?’


‘Sure.’ Karen shrugged. The nail bar was warm, tiny, crowded; it hummed with the easy chatter of women in salons. She could hear snatches of conversation: M&S were having a sale on clothes, some child wouldn’t eat pasta, someone was going to Menorca on a package deal. ‘Didn’t sleep much last night,’ she added, for no particular reason.


‘Oh dear. That’s bad. Why?’ Coralie slapped Karen’s hands, slicking them with cream, and rubbed each one in turn.


Karen’s fingers itched to scratch her face, a habit of hers since she was little, when she felt awkward. She inhaled slowly, watching Coralie deftly plumping the glossy blob of undercoat on to her nail. ‘Oh, family business.’


‘Oh. Family.’ Coralie coughed. ‘Huh.’


Karen smiled. ‘My mother-in-law’s having a party. Could do without it. You know?’


‘Sure. I know.’ Coralie rolled her eyes. ‘Where do they live?’


‘They’re just south of here. It’s called  . . . Winterfold.’ She looked at Coralie, expecting her to recognise it, and then smiled. Why the hell should she? The way people said ‘Winterfold’ in hushed tones, same as ‘the Queen’ or ‘the National Trust’. But the Winters were famous, they had a sort of sheen to them. Their parties were legendary, they knew everyone for miles around, and it was all because of Martha. She had a cupboard full of woollen rugs for picnics in summer, for God’s sake. She made sloe gin, she pickled green tomatoes, she sewed bunting for birthdays. She remembered anniversaries, and brought round lasagnes to new parents. Didn’t stop to coo, just handed it over and left. She didn’t want to be your best friend, she just made you feel welcome, gave you a drink, and she listened.


Karen’s only attempt to create something similar, her and Bill’s New Year’s Eve drinks party the previous year, had been a disaster. Susan Talbot, who ran the village shop-cum-post office, and therefore apparently had to be kept sweet otherwise she’d close it down and then Winter Stoke would be plunged back into the Middle Ages, had leaned too close over Karen’s Swedish candle display, which she’d re-created from a magazine article, and Susan’s hair had caught alight. It had ruined the atmosphere. Thirty people was too many in a house their size and the smell of burned hair wouldn’t leave, even after they opened all the doors and windows.


It was somehow symptomatic of her and Bill, she thought. They didn’t ‘entertain’ well. At least his daughter brought a bit of life into the house, even if she was messy and loud and bouncy, like Tigger. Lucy made Bill smile. People seemed to drop by when she was staying. She was the exact combination of her grandparents: warmth radiated off her like David, she could knock up a meal from baked potatoes and a packet of ham and turn it into a delicious little winter supper and the wine would flow, noise and laughter flowering in the house like a desert after rain  . . . Karen had bought Susan vouchers for a proper salon experience at Toni & Guy by way of apology, and Susan had been deeply offended. Karen knew that if Lucy had been responsible for the Swedish candle disaster she’d have had everyone laughing in seconds and more drinks flowing, and sent Susan Talbot home warm with attention and grateful for her free haircut.


Afterwards, in bed, Karen had said angrily to Bill, ‘I’m sure your parents never have a sodding cock-up like that at one of their parties. It’s just us.’


Bill had laughed. ‘You weren’t there for the Summer Party Disaster.’


‘What?’


‘Oh, it was years ago. Our dog, Hadley  . . .’ He’d begun to smile, then said, ‘Actually, it was awful. But everyone stayed till three, in the rain. There was a conga, I seem to remember. Funny, isn’t it?’


No, it wasn’t funny. Karen, dying to know what had happened, had simply turned over and pretended to go to sleep. Of course. They’d had a party and it’d gone horribly wrong but of course that was all part of the fun, wasn’t it? Those Winters!


Maybe that was when the sinkhole started to form under their marriage, and no one saw it, of course. Karen hated herself for being mean about her in-laws, but she couldn’t help it. Winterfold was only a house, for God’s sake, not a cathedral. They were only a family.


‘It’s my mother-in-law’s eightieth. They have a beautiful house,’ she told Coralie. ‘Near here. Yes  . . . they’re having a family party.’


Coralie looked blank. ‘Fine. Why don’t you want go?’


Karen’s cheeks twitched. ‘Because  . . . we’re so different. I don’t fit in there.’ She didn’t know Coralie’s surname or where she lived but it was easier to say it to her than him. She’d been married to Bill for four years now, she knew every mole and freckle on his slim body, she knew how he liked his eggs done and what he meant when he said ‘Hmm’ any one of fifteen ways, and yet she didn’t know how to tell him that. I don’t fit in.


‘Fit in?’


Coralie’s supple fingers pressed the tiny bones in Karen’s hand. She jumped. ‘Like  . . . I don’t belong there. Oh, it doesn’t matter.’


‘You feel stupid with them. I know.’ Coralie took the clear nail varnish off the rack, shook it. Karen stared at it.


‘Something like that.’ She thought of the look on Martha’s face if she could hear her. Did she know that was how Karen felt? Did Bill? Or his crazy sister, Florence the crackpot? Florence barely acknowledged Karen; it was like she didn’t exist. Karen laughed softly to herself. She remembered the first time she’d met Bill and he’d told her he had a sister who studied art history.


‘Just  . . . looks at paintings all day? For real? That’s her job?’


‘Yes, I’m afraid so,’ Bill had said, like she’d said something funny, and she’d flushed. This quiet man who was – what – ten years older than she, and yet so handsome in a strange way, so intriguing, polite. He’d been so easy to tease, back then. She’d wanted to talk to him just to hear his soft voice, see the light in his eyes when he looked at her. But she’d made a fool of herself, even that first time.


Funny to think of it now, really, the first time she’d met him. She remembered thinking: this guy’s a bit older than me but he could be the father of my kids. She’d felt instantly, completely, like she’d found someone safe, calm, funny, kind. But she’d got his age wrong: he was seventeen years older, almost old enough to be her dad. He had a twenty-year marriage behind him, and a teenage daughter. She’d got a lot of things wrong, hadn’t she? And now she was paying, she supposed. Paying to not fit in.


Karen heard her phone buzz with a text message; she glanced down into her bag, hands trapped, then, with her heart racing, looked up again, trying to seem calm.


Suddenly, she said, ‘Can I change my mind about my colour? I don’t want clear any more.’


‘Fine. What colour you want?’


Coralie gestured at the wall behind her, where the bottles of polish were stacked in multicoloured rows, like sweets. Karen nodded. ‘Fifth Avenue, please. Third along from the end.’


Coralie reached round and plucked the third bottle off the shelf, then checked the base. ‘Yes,’ she said, impressed. ‘Is Fifth Avenue. How you know that?’


‘I just know,’ Karen shrugged.


‘Bright, sexy red.’ Coralie pulled one of Karen’s slim, tanned hands towards her, unscrewed the white lid. ‘You going out tonight?’


‘No,’ said Karen. ‘We’re staying in.’


‘Aha!’ Coralie smiled. ‘You want to look good, huh? A night in with hubby.’


‘Something like that.’ Karen tried to smile.




Florence


‘Dear me,’ Florence Winter said, hurrying along the road, shoving the invitation back into her capacious yet overstuffed straw bag. ‘What does it mean?’


She felt upset. Out of the blue here it was, this extraordinary message slapping on to the cold stone tiles of her apartment floor while she was having her coffee. Years ago her brother, Bill, would joke that was why she’d gone to study in Italy, to drink as much coffee as she liked. He didn’t make that joke any more – she’d lived there for twenty years. Besides, these days you had to search high and low for a decent tabacchi, everything in Florence was either Irish-themed pubs – the Italians were mad about them, perplexingly – or soulless pizzerie serving an ever-changing carousel of Japanese, American, French or German tourists.


Nowadays Florence felt less disloyal about admitting the worst tourists were often the English. They were either bellicose, obese, annoyed at being in this culturally heavy but entertainment-lite hole, or by contrast desperate to prove they were Italian, waving their arms around and saying grazie mille and il conto, per favore, as if that made them Italian, as if every waiter couldn’t speak English like a native because that was the only way of getting ahead these days. It depressed her, either shame at her homeland or sadness at the world she inhabited. Florence the city, once the noble flower of the Renaissance, was becoming a ghost-town, a history-theme-park shell filled with moving shoals of visitors, shepherded along by pink umbrellas and microphones. And still she loved it, with all her heart.


When she was a little girl, many years ago, she’d asked her father why they’d named her Florence.


‘Because we came here on our honeymoon. We were so happy.’ David had told her solemnly. ‘I made your mother promise if we ever had a baby girl we’d call her Florence, to remind us every day how much in love we were.’


‘Why didn’t you call Daisy that then? She came first.’


Her father had laughed. ‘She wasn’t a Florence. You were.’ And he’d kissed her on the head.


When Florence was a little girl her birthday treat was to go up to London for the day with her father: he was her favourite person in the world. They always followed the same programme. First to the National Gallery to look at the Italian Rennaissance paintings, paying particular attention to her father’s favourite, The Annunciation by Fra Filippo Lippi. Florence loved the story of the chaste monk who ran off with the golden-haired nun, and she loved David’s quiet, rapt expression as he gazed at the handsome angel with his thick curls, the graceful arc of Mary’s bowed head as she received news of her destiny. ‘The most beautiful piece of art in the world,’ her father would say, every time, visibly moved.


Then they would walk five minutes up to Jermyn Street, and have lunch at the same old-fashioned English restaurant, Brights, where the waiters were all terribly ancient and formal, and the tablecloths snowy white linen. Florence always felt so grown up, drinking a ginger beer out of a huge crystal goblet and eating a steak the size of her head, having proper conversations with her father. Not talking about Wilbur, for once; everyone always wanted to ask him about that silly dog. When she was out with Pa they always wanted to know if she was Daisy. Florence hated that, though not as much as Daisy would have, if she’d known.


She could ask him anything at those lunches, so they didn’t talk about boring things like Daisy’s moods or the girls at school or Games. They’d talk about things he’d seen on his travels, because he’d been everywhere when he was younger.


‘Before you married Ma and she had all of us.’


‘Ma came too. We were both artists, we wanted to see the world. Then we had all of you. And then we moved to Winterfold. We didn’t want to go away much after that.’


Florence didn’t really understand why they’d moved to Winterfold, when they could have lived in London. She wanted to live in London, but whenever she asked her father about growing up there, she got the same response. ‘I never liked London very much.’


He never talked directly about his childhood. Never said, ‘Your granny had blue eyes’, or, ‘We lived on this or this road’. Only oblique references to events that happened to him. Florence worshipped her father and wanted to know everything possible about him so she’d draw him out, as much as she could. Hear about Mr Wilson, the art teacher at school who’d let David stay late, given him sugar paper and pastels to take home. The boy in the next road over who was born without a nose – Pa swore it was true. The time one summer’s morning he caught the train to Bath, then walked for hours until he saw Winterfold, how he’d promised to come back there one day. He loved walking, back then. He’d walk into town and go to concerts at the National Gallery during the war. All the paintings had been taken away, to a cave in Wales, but people played the piano there instead. Once, the air raid sirens sounded, and he had to stay there for hours, hidden in the basement with all the others: local office workers, young lovers meeting at lunchtime, posh old men. Everyone was very scared, they sang songs, and one of the posh old men gave David a piece of fudge.


Years later, Florence was back at the National Gallery, giving an oft-delivered lecture to some students in front of Uccello’s The Battle of San Romano. Her mind wandered and she found herself working out that her father would have been really quite small during the Blitz, no more than nine or ten. The idea of him drifting freely around town at that age, in the middle of a war too, seemed appalling to her. When she’d mentioned it to him later on, he’d smiled. ‘I was grown-up for my age. You had a sheltered childhood, Flo.’


‘I’m glad,’ she’d said, never happier than when she was safely cocooned away with a book or several books, undisturbed by dogs or family or Daisy’s special treatment.


And he’d said, ‘Well, that’s good, isn’t it?’


Florence sometimes wondered now if her childhood had been too sheltered. She was nearly fifty, and felt she should have a better grip on life, yet more and more it seemed to her that life was veering away from her, like a runaway train. The little girl who was too tall for her bigger sister’s cast-offs, who only wanted to read and look at pictures was now a professor employed at the British College of Art History in Florence, author of two books, contributor to several more, a visiting professor at the Courtauld Institute of Art in London, and an occasional voice on the radio: she’d been on Melvyn Bragg’s In Our Time last year, only they’d cut most of what she said. (When Florence was nervous, she tended to ramble, and it was often impossible to prune the tangled mess of her original point.)


Alone in her apartment, writing or thinking on her own, everything was always clear. It was talking aloud, interracting with people that tripped her up: it was reality she found difficult.


When Florence had last been back in the UK in July, she had been invited to dinner at the house of her Courtauld colleague, Jim Buxton. Jim was an old boyfriend of hers from Oxford, still a good, dear friend. He was married to Amna, a professor of Islamic Studies at UCL, who spent much of the year in far-flung places like Tashkent, spoke at least six different languages and was, frankly, terrifying to Florence. They lived in Islington, not far from the centre of town, but due to several mishaps including broken spectacles and a flapping boot sole, Florence arrived late, and flustered. When Jim introduced her to the other guests, one of them – a well-known editor at Penguin called Susanna – half stood up, shook her hand and said, ‘Oh, the famous Professor Winter! We heard you on the radio, talking about Masaccio. I agreed with you broadly but for your interpretation of the Expulsion of Adam and Eve. It’s simplistic to merely say that— oh!’


For Florence, still holding her cloth book bag, which passed for a handbag, had simply cut a deep bow (so that her change slid out of her pockets) and backed out of the room, the boot sole folding under and nearly tripping her up. She went to the downstairs bathroom, and sat on the lavatory for five minutes. She knew she’d have to apologise when she emerged, could see enough to know that she should explain about the broken spectacles meaning she’d got on the wrong bus, and the unglued boot sole severely impeding her journey, but she couldn’t ever work out a way to apologise gracefully for something so that the moment was forgotten.


When she emerged, they’d all gone into the dining room so she’d taken her seat and the other guests pretty much ignored her, but Florence didn’t mind. She almost preferred it that this Susanna person thought she was totally crackers, that they all did. It meant she didn’t have to bother with entangling herself in social situations.


The next day she’d gone to see Jim in his office.


‘I’m sorry about last night, Jim, about stowing away in your lav. I was in a bit of a flap when I arrived. So was my boot. Ho ho.’


And Jim had said with a smile, ‘Don’t worry. Susanna’s awful. It rather made the evening, I thought.’


Yes, more and more this idea haunted her, the question she couldn’t escape. What was that missing piece, the one she knew existed but couldn’t ever see? What if she’d wasted the last twenty years staring at the same paintings, working on the same ideas, and coming to no worthwhile conclusions? Just shuffling opinions around and about from one journal to another book to yet another set of students, in the same way a banker got paid for moving money about? She loved Florence, but had she stayed out here for one reason, and one reason only, for a man who barely cared if she was there or not?


No, she told herself, in her more buoyant moments. He did care. He did.


Florence hurried over the Ponte Santa Trìnita, barely glancing at the tourists thronging the Ponte Vecchio, crammed with tiny shops like a pantomime set. She was able to block out the modern world, almost too effectively; if Lorenzo the Magnificent had appeared on horseback cantering over the bridge and asked in his best Renaissance Italian if she’d like to accompany him to his palazzo for some wild boar, Florence would not have been surprised.


She was so absorbed in imagining what Lorenzo de Medici would wear on a normal day out and about in the city – and he did go out and about, that was why he’d been such a great leader; truly Il Magnifico – that, as she turned the corner leading to the College Florence wasn’t looking where she was going. She felt herself trip on something and then stumble, hurtling to the ground with the curiously drunken sensation of lost gravity.


‘Attento! Signora, please take care!’ said an angry voice, one that set her heart thumping as she lay on the cobbles, arms and legs waving in the air like an upturned beetle. ‘É molto— oh, it’s you. For God’s sake watch where you’re going, can’t you?’


Florence scrambled to her feet, by herself, as Peter Connolly disentangled the leather straps of her bag from his leg with such force she nearly yelped. ‘Oh dear,’ she said, looking down at the ground. ‘Where are my glasses?’


‘I’ve no idea.’ He was rubbing his foot, glaring coldly at her. ‘That bloody hurt, Florence. You—’ He stopped, looking around.


The arriving students watched them curiously; Byronic, slightly eccentric but still impressive Professor Connolly, the one who’d written the unlikely bestseller about the Renaissance that made the Medici into a bawdy soap opera, and got a BBC TV series out of it – he was famous, their mums watched him! And that weird Professor Winter, mad hair awry, searching for her glasses. The plastic frames were cracked and frequently the sharp wire arms of the glasses slid out if she leaned forward, but she never even noticed. Someone had seen her singing Queen to herself the previous week as she walked past the Uffizi. Singing really loudly.


Florence’s head was spinning. She looked at Peter, flustered, and pushed her hair out of her eyes. He was so different these days, ever since that damned book had come out and he’d started to listen to the siren call of Fame. All smart and stylish, in a televisually approved rumpled academic sort of way. So very far from the curly haired, slightly hopeless man she’d once known and loved – loved so much that she—


‘Here.’ Professor Connolly pulled her bag back up so it was slung over her shoulder and not hanging off her wrist.


‘Ha-ha! Oh, unhand me, Professor Connolly!’ Florence said loudly, putting her hand to her breast, and dropping several items on the ground in the process. She had thought this would sound hilarious, but as so often when some witticism came out of her mouth it hung there in the air, sounding completely awful. She looked mad, as always, a crazy old hag whom no one had ever loved or could possibly ever in the future love, especially not Professor Connolly, to whom of all people she had once so hoped to cleave herself.


The professor bent down and picked something off the kerb.


‘You dropped this.’ He glanced down, nosily. ‘Nice invitation. Is this your family? Curious way of asking people to a party. What does that bit at the end mean?’


Florence gently took it out of his hand, biting her lip.


‘Thank you. It’s from my parents. I have no idea what it means. I’ll have to go home for it, I suppose.’


‘Leaving Florence again, Florence?’ He gave a small smile. ‘I must say, we are becoming practised in the art of missing you.’ He rocked on his feet, and tipped his imaginary hat to her.


‘Why, did you – did you need me for something, Pe— Professor?’


He gave her a look of complete astonishment. ‘Goodness, no. Why would you think that?’


Another slight, another little barb, but she was equal to it. She knew his little secret, and she was glad to carry it safe until such time as he felt the need to make use of her again. Florence bowed her head, as though she were a lady bidding farewell to a knight.


‘Then, Peter, I must bid you farewell, for now, yet not for ever,’ she said, though this too came out all wrong. He had walked towards the revolving doors, not even saying goodbye. She hobbled towards the entrance, and as she did glanced down at the invitation, and the strangeness of it struck her again. Ma wanted them all back.


Why? Was it Dad? Was it about Daisy?


And Florence suddenly realised, though she had not considered it until this very moment, that she knew why.




Joe


Joe Thorne leaned his weight on to the smooth oak bar, crossed his arms and looked around him. Mid-morning, mid-week, he would have hoped the pub would be, well – not crowded exactly, but at least hosting a few old regulars with a pint, maybe a couple of early patrons for lunch. But no. The eponymous tree outside cast only gloom into the room. It was too early in the season for a roaring log fire. The bowls of sweetly salty pork crackling that Joe himself had roasted and stripped that morning stood on the bar, untouched. The barrels were full, the glasses gleaming.


And the place was empty.


Sheila Cowper, the landlady, appeared in the doorway of the Snug. ‘Don’t stand there with your arms folded, Joe,’ she said briskly, whipping him lightly with a tea towel. ‘No one’ll want to come in if they look in and see you growling at them like an angry bear. Go and cut up that bread like I asked you an hour ago.’


‘Oh, what’s the point,’ said Joe gloomily, though he obeyed her, stomping back into his tiny kitchen.


He took a newly baked loaf of sourdough, weighing it in his hands. Joe loved bread, loved its smell, its texture. He loved the springy smoothness of newly formed dough, how you could thump the base of a freshly baked loaf, hard, and get a pleasing drum-like sound, how homemade bread had love and care baked into it, like a new life. Joe started cutting slim, even slices, his strong fingers working the knife. Who am I making this for? he found himself wondering. What is the point?


Six months ago Joe had left Yorkshire, Jamie, and home, to come and work for Sheila. She’d spent fifteen years in London working as a manager in various restaurants and returned home to Winter Stoke the previous year with some cash in her pocket, and the dream of rejuvenating the Oak Tree. She wanted to make it the best place to eat in Somerset, at the same time turning it back into a proper local pub. ‘Better than the Sportsman in Whitstable, better than the Star at Harome. I want it to get a Michelin star,’ she’d told him and he’d found his heart beating faster. He believed this woman, and though he’d never met her before he was sure she could do it. And Joe, with his training and his track record, had been a shoe-in. At the interview he’d made her pork belly with fennel, accompanied by homemade char siu buns and a cabbage rémoulade, and sea-salted caramel threesome – ice cream with popcorn, toffee pot, and compote with marshmallows. He was a bit over sea-salted caramel himself, but it was all the rage and he’d known from their phone conversation that she’d like it. Joe could pretty much tell what people wanted to eat.


It was because he trusted Sheila that he’d taken the job. He couldn’t turn it down, it was too good an opportunity to miss and it was time to leave Yorkshire. If it wasn’t for Jamie he’d have done it years ago. He’d been there all his life apart from his training. Yes, his restaurant had a Michelin star, but he’d learned all he was going to there. The head chef was a psychopath, the old cliché, and it was a joyless place to work, more about assemblage and timings than baking with care, making food with love. Joe cooked to make people happy, not to hear them faint with admiration over his use of nasturtiums in salads or sumac-flavoured sorbets or any of the other silly things you had to do these days to be a ‘hot young chef’, whatever that meant.


Joe didn’t want any of that. He wanted to work in a place rooted in the community. He wanted to see old blokes chatting about their experiences in the war over a pint, to have lonely people come in for a read of the paper and a friendly face. A place for dates, anniversaries, weddings, funerals. Family. In his mind’s eye he saw this happy group of punters round the bar, perhaps even singing songs of an evening, while Joe served up delicious, lovingly prepared meals, food that’d bring people together, make them happy. And Joe’s food was the best there was  . . .


But it wasn’t working out that way, not at all. Six months on, everyone still went to the Green Man at the other end of the high street. The Green Man had Sky Sports, velour carpets and piles of fag butts outside the door that no one ever seemed to sweep up. It served pickled onion crisps and rancid old pasties, and there was a fight most Saturdays. It was a dump. But it seemed the residents of Winter Stoke and the surrounding countryside would rather take their chances there. The Oak had been closed for so long it was hard to change habits.


Sheila had a few months left, still, but if things hadn’t picked up by Christmas she’d as good as told Joe they’d each be out of a job. She’d have to sell, and Joe would be cast out into the metaphorical snow, and he’d have to go back to his mother’s in Pickering. The way things were going here, especially in the last couple of weeks, that didn’t seem too bad a prospect. He missed home, his mum and sister, more than he’d thought he would. Most of all he missed Jamie.


Sometimes when Joe thought about Jamie he was almost ready to pack it in and drive back then and there to Yorkshire. Like when he thought about his crazy, curly blond hair, the dark little smudges under his eyes he got when he was tired or upset, the little red birthmark above his lip and the things he said that cracked Joe up. ‘I’m going to live on the moon when I’m older, Dad. You can come and visit me in the long whooshing tube I’ll have built by then, all right?’


The more Joe tried not to think about his son the worse he felt. He knew now that looking at pictures of him on his phone didn’t bring him closer. Sometimes it just made him sadder. He was supposed to see him once a month, but often it didn’t happen: Jemma had booked a holiday to Turkey, Jamie’s best friend had a birthday party, a school outing would be getting back too late for Jamie to travel all the way down to Somerset, or for Joe to pick him up and take him to his mum’s in Pickering, which is what he sometimes did. The thing was, Joe knew it wouldn’t ever get better, because Jamie wouldn’t ever live with him full time, of course he wouldn’t, he had to be with his mum. But Joe missed him, as though there was a clamp on his heart that made him wince when he thought about him, pepper in his nostrils that made his eyes water, dry bread in his throat that made him swallow, bow his head, say a prayer for him and whatever he was doing. Playing in break time? Drawing at one of those little tables, messing around with toy dinosaurs on the floor, dancing to ‘Telephone’, that Lady Gaga song he’d made up all the actions to?


‘Joe? Joe!’ Sheila’s voice penetrated his train of thought.


‘I’ve nearly done it.’ Joe blinked, wiping his forehead on his arm. ‘Nearly there.’


‘No. Not that. Mrs Winter’s here for you.’


He flinched, instantly recalled to the present. The knife slipped, and he pushed it away, against his knuckle. It fell on to his left hand, sliding across his finger and cutting open the flesh. Everything seemed to happen almost in slow motion: Joe felt and, most disturbing of all, saw the flash of hard white bone beneath, watched almost with disinterest as the long thick line suddenly turned red, and his hand started to throb, black-red blood gushing out – and there was so much of it, dripping crimson on to his kitchen whites.


Sheila yelped. ‘What’s— Oh, Joe dear, what’ve you done?’


Joe held up his dripping finger. He wrapped a cloth around it. Now it really hurt. He smiled, feeling slightly stunned. ‘Stupid idiot. I’m sorry. You gave me a fright. Mrs Winter  . . . she’s outside?’


‘Sure, but it’s OK, I’ll tell her—’


‘No.’ Joe tightened the knot on the cloth. ‘Don’t turn away anyone who’s come in, much less one of that lot.’ He followed Sheila outside.


‘Hello, Joe,’ said Martha Winter. ‘Lovely to see you.’ She glanced down at the bloody cloth. ‘My goodness. What have you done to your finger?’


‘Nothing. Perk of the job.’ The finger throbbed again, an aching thrum. ‘How can I help you?’


‘You’re sure you’re all right?’ He nodded, and she looked at him a little quizzically. ‘Well, I wanted to talk to you. I wondered if you’d be able to do the food for a party we’re having in November. It’s drinks on the Friday, so I’d need canapés for about fifty.’


Her husky, accentless voice was soothing. ‘Right then.’ Joe started mentally calculating how much canapés for fifty would cost. ‘I can do that.’


Martha cleared her throat. ‘And then lunch on the Saturday.’ She paused. ‘That’s the main event.’


‘How many on the Saturday?’


‘Just family. Seven of us. I think.’


The Winters were kind of famous round these parts. Joe had always imagined there were loads of them. He said curiously, ‘I thought there were more of you than that.’


‘There were, around twenty,’ Martha said. ‘But I’ve murdered them all and buried them in the garden.’


‘Makes the catering easier,’ Joe said, and they both smiled, shyly, at each other.


‘David says you’re a wonderful chef.’


‘He’s a nice man.’ David Winter came in sometimes for a whisky. Joe liked him a lot. He was one of the few people around here Joe had actually had a proper conversation with.


‘He’s a very nice man and he takes his food seriously.’


‘I know that,’ he said. ‘I’ve never seen someone eat a pie that fast.’


A shadow crossed her smiling face; she said, ‘Anyway, he says I need to hire you smartish for this party. He thinks you’ll be off soon.’ She leaned forward on the bar with her elbows. ‘Give us a chance, won’t you?’


Joe stiffened. ‘I never – I’m liking it very much here, Mrs Winter.’


‘Don’t go all formal on me again, will you?’ she begged. ‘I only meant I know how hard it is. When I first came here I didn’t know anyone. I was just a mouthy Cockney and I thought it was the back end of beyond. An awful place.’


He didn’t believe she was ever a Cockney. ‘You’re from London?’


‘Yes, Bermondsey. But when the war came I was evacuated, and  . . .’ She waved her hand. ‘Never mind. I know what you’re going through. We’re nice people round these parts. Give it time.’


Joe’s head spun, the finger throbbing so hard he felt it might suddenly burst. ‘Yes, of course.’ He tried to concentrate, and picked up a pen from the bar, holding it uselessly in his right hand. ‘I’d better do you a quote.’


‘You’re left-handed? Oh dear, that’s bad,’ she said. ‘So am I, so’s David. All the best people are. My granddaughter Cat, too. She lives in Paris.’ She added, suddenly, ‘You’d like her. She’s coming back for this party. At least I hope she is. I haven’t seen her for a very long time.’


He tried to nod and winced; the pain was really bad. She was right. No. Left! It seemed funny suddenly. ‘That’s nice for you. What were  . . .’ He blinked suddenly; a throb of exquisite pain from his finger ran through his body. ‘Excuse me.’


‘Joe, it does seem to be bleeding rather a lot,’ Martha said. She took his hand, and the feeling of skin, of her warm flesh holding his, was almost intoxicating. Her green eyes stared at him appraisingly, and he felt quite light-headed. ‘I think we’d better take you to Bill’s surgery, just to be sure,’ she said.


‘No, I don’t want – uh, don’t worry,’ Joe gripped the rail of the bar firmly in his strong hand, but everything was rocking, suddenly. He swallowed. ‘I’ll be right as rain, I just need to—’


Martha swam before him. The floor seemed to be rising up, his eyes unbearably heavy. Something was pressing down on his head, and as he sank down he saw her face, shaken out of its calm, her mouth open in a small O, before everything, slowly, went black.




Cat


Always late. Always needing to be somewhere else. Cat hurried out of the Marché, past the endless cyclamen in gaudy reds, the knotty geraniums with their fading flowers, the bushes with zesty, citrus-coloured berries. Working at the flower market you were always aware of the changing seasons: every year she dreaded the arrival of winter, standing outside all day and slowly freezing to death. But in the first week in September it was still summer: the tourists were still jamming the tiny streets of the Île de la Cité, moving so slowly they might be zombies, heads down, eyes fixed on their phones.


Cat strode across the slim pedestrian bridge at the foot of Notre-Dame, weaving her way in and out of the crowds. The usual troupe of jazz musicians on the bridge was playing a wistful, lilting version of ‘There’s a Small Hotel’. She slowed down for a split second. It was one of Gran’s favourite songs. She’d sing it in the evenings, wandering round the kitchen, mug of tea in hand. Gran was always singing.


‘Hello, English girl!’ one of the musicians called as she hurried past them. Cat rolled her eyes. All these years here and, English girl, when her French was probably better than theirs. But in Paris you were Parisian, you were French, not that you went around yelling about it, that would be so very, very outré, but there were certain things, a particular finesse, attitude to life  . . . Cat consoled herself with the knowledge that she passed for French these days. She was slim, French-girl slim, not through effort: she just didn’t eat very much. Her dark grey eyes were partly hidden by her treacly brown-black mane of hair. She was wearing the only expensive thing she owned, a pair of glossy red Lanvin ballet flats, which Olivier had bought her, back when things were still good between them. She had tried to sell them on eBay, a few months ago: she finally got so desperate she had to have the money, and it was ridiculous to have shoes worth £300 when she couldn’t afford a sandwich at lunch. But there was an olive oil stain on one shoe, a remnant of a Luke-based accident, and the seller had rejected them when Cat, eternally honest, had pointed this out. She was glad, for they were beautiful: a glossy, coral red, they made her happy in a way she hadn’t thought possible. Like all fashionistas, even lapsed ones, Cat despised the handbag culture, the stamping of labels on everything: look, my sunglasses say GUCCI in huge letters, therefore I must have money. But looking down at these beautiful red shoes always made her smile, even if it was a particularly bad day and the smile merely a tiny one. It surprised – and cheered – her, to discover this capacity for pleasure still existed within her. She thought it must have been entirely stamped out.


Cat strode quickly along the main street of the Île Saint-Louis, her rangy frame weaving nimbly around the shuffling crowds gaping in at the windows of the boulangerie, the fromagerie. She could see them queuing up for Berthillon, the old-fashioned glacier with its gleaming marble tabletops. Cat loved Berthillon, she knew it was hopelessly touristy to do so, but sometimes when she was in particular need of a treat, when the fog settled over the two little islands, and the bleakness of her situation seemed particularly acute, she would wish more than anything that she could just run over the bridge at lunchtime and order a tiny cup of molten, black chocolate, served with yellow cream in a smooth little silver jug. But finances didn’t stretch to that, hadn’t for over a year now since Olivier’s money stopped all together.


She popped into the convenience shop around the corner from the apartment, to buy Vermouth. It was eyewateringly expensive, but this was the Île Saint-Louis, of course it was eye-wateringly expensive, and it was for Madame Poulain. No expense spared was very much Madame Poulain’s motto, though she kept track of everything she gave Cat to the nearest cent, and nothing was bought for Madame Poulain that Cat might share. This was made very clear, always had been: Cat shopped at Lidl or Franprix. She smiled as she waited to pay, catching sight of the rows of Dijon mustard. That was why Paris was civilised, despite its many annoyances. In a tiny convenience store you could still find five different types of moutarde de Dijon: mais bien sûr.


‘Bonsoir, Madame.’


‘Ah, bonsoir, Catherine. Ça va?’


‘Ça va bien, merci, Madame. J’ai pris le Vermouth. Je vous offre un verre?’ 


‘Oui, oui.’ The old woman gave a great guffaw in her wing-back chair as Cat gingerly put the tissue-wrapped bottle down on the great old sideboard. If she asked the question she most desperately wanted to right away Madame Poulain would get angry. If she waited just a minute she would be pleased.


Cat drew in a short breath, took a glass off the shelf and said,


‘Your medicine, Madame: all’s OK for me to pick it up tomorrow, yes?’


‘Sure.’ Madame Poulain stubbed out her cigarette. ‘Tell them to check it this time. I’m sick of the wrong dosage. I am ill. It must be correct.’ She lit another cigarette. ‘Can you make me the drink before you run off again? I mean, of course I know you’re so terribly busy but  . . .’


‘Sure,’ said Cat, trying not to smile. The first time she’d come to Madame Poulain’s apartment, overlooking the Seine south towards the Latin Quarter, she had been overawed: the vast airy space, the wooden beams, the old shutters with their carved iron handles and the fretwork on the balcony. Then, as now, the only items on the old mahogany dresser (from Vichy, acquired in shady circumstances by her father, a coward and a traitor, about whom Madame Poulain was only able to speak by expectorating heavily into her ashtray afterwards) were menthol cigarettes, an ashtray, and cough syrup. Which, Cat had often thought since, pretty neatly summed up her landlady.


‘Was it busy today?’ Madame Poulain stretched out in the chair, flexing her long, claw-like hands.


‘The market was crowded. But we were not busy. Henri is worried.’


‘He should be worried. Now this fool is in charge we are all doomed. That I should live to see Socialism annihilated in this way. When I was a child we would have called that man a Fascist. Ha!’ Madame Poulain dissolved into a fit of coughing, which consumed her for some time. Cat fetched her a glass of water, and poured her Vermouth, all the while anxiously listening for other signs of life in the apartment. She could hear nothing.


Eventually Madame Poulain’s hacking subsided and she shoved aside the proffered glass of water, grasping the Vermouth. Cat passed her her pills and she swallowed each one laboriously after much sighing, followed by raspy gagging. It was the same every night, had been for these last three years. Olivier had hated Madame Poulain, the couple of times he’d met her. Said she was a fake, a phoney. Her family were collaborators. How he knew this Cat had no idea, but Olivier’s biggest bête noire was phoneys. One of his many ironies.


Don’t think about Olivier. One  . . . two  . . . three  . . . Cat looked around the room, counting objects to distract herself. She knew what to do, now. When Olivier barged into her thoughts as he did so often, she had a rotating carousel of images with which to distract herself, otherwise  . . . Otherwise she’d go mad, get so angry she’d smash something. She thought of Winterfold. The Christmas when she and Lucy made the snowman with a beach-bucket-shaped head, covered in sand from the previous summer in Dorset. The walk into the village on an autumn day when the leaves were quince yellow. Her uncle Bill with the waste-paper basket on his head, trying to find his way from one end of the sitting room to the other. Sitting up in bed in her cosy, sunny room on summer mornings peering out of the window at the peach, violet, turquoise sunrise creeping over the hills behind the house. The patchwork cushion Gran had made her, her name in blue hexagons, and Lucy’s rage that she didn’t get one. ‘She lives here, she has everything!’ she’d shouted. She was three years younger than Cat. It had seemed such a big gap sometimes; now it would be nothing at all, she supposed.


All these things she didn’t know. What was Lucy like, still the same? Cat often wondered. She was going to be a famous writer and live in a turret, that was always her aim. Was Southpaw’s leg still bad, and did Gran still sing all day, giving you that quick, catlike smile if you corrected her lyrics? And was the patchwork cushion still there? Resting on the old wicker chair, waiting for her to come back?


Yet it was all so clear to her. She remembered every creaking stair, every mark on every wooden pillar, every old, battered book on the shelf opposite the chair: Ballet Shoes next to Harriet the Spy and The Story of Tracy Beaker, a much-too-young birthday present from her father.


She had cut them all off, and now she couldn’t go back. Years and years of feeling like this had changed her personality, she knew. She was a different Cat now, the one she had always secretly feared becoming. When a door banged now, she jumped.


‘How’s Luke?’ she asked finally, when Madame Poulain was more settled.


‘Asleep. Curled up in the warmth. You spoil him. Like they always say, the English spoil their pets and ignore their children. He’s your pet, hmm?’


Since Madame Poulain seemed to feed Luke on nothing but biscuits while Cat was at work this was not something Cat felt equal to tackling at that moment. She could not risk an argument, any shift in the status quo. She was, as ever now the day was drawing to a close, so tired she felt she might slide on to the floor. She rubbed her face; it was a little sunburned and suddenly she longed for winter. For crisp cool days, for cosy evenings inside, not this dried-out, strung-along warmth.


‘I’m just going to go and check on him,’ she said, getting up. ‘Then I’ll make you an omelette, yes?’


‘Well  . . .’ To Madame Poulain, any display of concern for another living thing was a waste of cigarette-smoking time. ‘Go, then. And – oh, before that – your grandmother rang.’


Cat turned round. Her heart started to thump, hard, in her chest. ‘Gran rang, here? Did she say why?’


‘She wants to know why you have not replied to the invitation.’


Cat cleared her throat. ‘I  . . . What invitation?’


‘I said that too. The French post. This man will break the country. I do not—’


‘Madame Poulain, please,’ Cat’s desperation, just this once, nearly broke through, ‘has there been an invitation?’


‘The strangest thing, today there it was. As I told your grandmother when she rang. And I said that I would pass it along to you, the moment you arrived home.’ Madame Poulain slid one bony hand down the side of the chair, like a child sitting on secrets. ‘They don’t know, hmm? They don’t know your little lie to them, do they?’ She handed the creamy card to Cat, who held it in between her fingers as though it were something magical.


‘Not a lie  . . .’ she said, in a faint voice. The address, in Martha’s familiar elegant hand. It wasn’t a lie when you simply hadn’t told them, was it?


That writing: Cat knew it better than anyone’s. Who else had written her those endless stories, dotted with jewel-like, tiny illustrations? Who had stuffed notes into her lunchbox for Cat to find, sitting by herself underneath the scratched and slimy benches in the playground, chin resting on her scabbed knees?


Gran used to sit at the kitchen table every morning, teapot next to her, slim, poised frame perfectly still as she gazed out of the window into her garden, making plans for the day ahead, scribbling little ideas and plots and jokes on to her pad, and notes. These notes, which Cat would find hidden behind her sandwiches, she would usually scrunch up and throw away, embarrassed in case they’d find them again.


Your grandma writes you love notes?


You baby.


Your mum’s a hippy, everyone knows that. She freaked out and ran away and that’s why you have to live with your grandma!


Hippy! Hippy! Hippy! Cat’s a hippy! 


Memories, sensations, long-buried, threatened to wash over her. The envelope paper was thick, heavy, cold, and Cat’s fingers trembled; she fumbled with the glue, wanting to tear it open, wanting to know what was inside and yet at the same time dreading its contents. Madame Poulain watched her, head curving around the wing of the chair like a gargoyle.


‘The letter opener is on the dresser, Catherine. Don’t tear. Don’t be so foolish.’


Oh, shut up, you hateful, awful, loathsome, vile, horrific old woman. Shut up or I will hurt you. I will smash your head in with your precious Sèvres vase and I’ll watch you die and laugh as you do.


She was no longer shocked at how easily thoughts like this slid into her head. She read the invitation, the hand-drawn letters, the plea contained within them, and then looked up, staring at nothing, as the voices that screamed at her from rising to sleeping climbed to a fever pitch. Home to Winterfold. Could she even think about going, this time? What would she tell them about what had happened to her since she left England? How could she start? And how would she get there? She had no money. She had not been able to afford a Métro carnet last week, let alone a Eurostar home. Home.


She let the card drop to the floor, as her fingers twisted restlessly around in her lap, and Madame Poulain took her silence for surrender. ‘I would love that omelette. If you are not going to check on Luke why don’t you make me one?’


‘Yes, of course.’ Everything is all right, Cat said to herself, going into the kitchen, and when Madame Poulain gave a little grunt of curiosity she realised she had said it out loud, in English, to herself. Everything is all right.




Lucy


‘Lucy! The meeting. Are you coming?’ Deborah called over her shoulder as she passed. The sound of her low voice, suddenly so alarmingly close by, as ever had the effect of freezing Lucy to her very marrow.


‘Sure, sure. Just a minute.’


Lucy hesitated, scribbled one more line in her notebook, then leaped up from her desk. Don’t sweat. Don’t talk too much. You always talk too much, just shut up and don’t say anything for once! Except when you have to. Then be brilliant and incisive. Like Katharine Graham. Or Nancy Mitford. Or Gran. Be like Gran. Propelling herself forward in haste, Lucy collided against Lara, the newly promoted junior fashion writer, with a hard, deadening thwack. She ricocheted back towards her desk, catching her thigh on the sharp grey metal of her filing cabinet.


‘Oh, please watch where you’re going, OK, Lucy?’ Lara didn’t break stride, simply carried on walking, the corridor her own runway, her curious loping gait aping a catwalk model. She turned her head slightly and gestured downwards. ‘These are new, you know? I could have been carrying a coffee.’


Lucy, wincing with pain, looked at Lara’s retreating feet, as she was supposed to. Of course Lara had the new hightops exclusive to Liberty, which Grazia had featured this week. Of course she did: hightops were everywhere. Lucy didn’t think she could walk in them, but she’d probably have to get some. Trainers with heels? What was the point of that? No point at all. Like putting tights on a giraffe. But after one year on the Features desk at the Daily News Lucy knew what to expect. The men didn’t have to do anything, just show up in a crappy suit, but if you were a woman you had to follow each new trend obsessively. You’d never heard of BB cream and suddenly it was everywhere and if you didn’t use it you might as well be saying ‘I hate myself and I am a loser’. So Lucy glanced anxiously down at her little blazer as Lara rounded the corner, tossing her blond hair, and disappeared. Was the cropped blazer over yet? Would anyone tell her if it was or would she suddenly be dragged outside, forced to rip it from her body and burn it in an oil drum, surrounded by a circle of angry, jeering fashion policewomen?


‘Lucy!’


‘Coming, I’m sorry, Deborah!’ Lucy jogged along the corridor, ignoring the stabbing pain in her leg. Outside was a bright, blustery day, puffy clouds scudding over the churning Thames. She wished she was outside, walking in Embankment Gardens, maybe. Watching a blackbird pick at the soil. At Winterfold, the trees over the valley would be starting to turn. Pale green at first, barely noticeable. Then mustard yellow, then in a few weeks fiery orange, chilli red, hot pink.


She hurried into the breakout area and sat down. The Topshop batik-print dress was slightly too small and cut into her legs – everything was slightly too small for Lucy. She stared at her chicken-skin thighs, wondering whether she should go down there this weekend, stay with Gran.


The invitation was stiff in her pocket, and she could feel it, digging into her hip. Lucy had always thought she was up to speed with Gran’s plans but this had come out of the blue, that very morning. When she’d rung her dad, to pump him for information, he’d been useless. Would Florence and Cat return for this strange-sounding party? Would Daisy?
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