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ONE


It happened on the beach. A woman I hardly knew. A woman I didn’t even really like. ‘My sister’s in trouble,’ she said, as our children played on the sand. My eyes were fixed on the water, on a small pool of silver light, but I heard the desperation in her voice, the undertow of panic. This unexpected ripple in her sheen of self-restraint. The moment shifted between us, and this woman I hardly knew became a woman I wanted to help. I didn’t wait to be asked. I was already straining forwards, a greyhound in a box; I knew all about rescuing, waving the red flag like a lifeguard on a beach. But that summer, I was so caught up in my heady rush of altruism, I didn’t notice the real horror was happening somewhere else.


Helen wasn’t the sort of person I’d ordinarily be drawn to. She was self-contained, with an organisational efficiency I found irritating. The type of person who had hand sanitiser long before it became an essential piece of armour for us all. From the outset, we were not a good match. If I remember anything about that first brief sight of her in the morning by her car, it was her poise, and her neatness. If I’m honest, the thing that interested me most about Helen was her kids. My eyes feasted on them greedily as they got into the car; their size, their age, and the rush of joy as I weighed up their compatibility to my own. And as predicted, the very next day, my two would home in on them in the crowd, like heat-seeking missiles in a warzone.


We met properly at the party next door. An event that was nothing like the ‘small gathering’ Joyce had described. She had appeared at the door in muddy wellies and a large baggy green jumper with patches at the elbows. ‘Welcome to Langton!’ she said, handing over a homemade cake and fresh eggs. ‘Are you the writer?’ she asked, peering at me. I shook my head. ‘Rob. My husband.’ Joyce was overseeing the rental of the cottage in the owner’s absence. I liked her straight away. Her warmth. Her cheerful weathered face. The speed of her words. The tight grey curls that bobbed as she spoke.


‘We’re having a little gathering – at the farm tomorrow,’ she said, ‘a fundraiser for the gardening project my son goes to. A few stalls. Stuff for the kids. The villagers are all coming to support. Green Shoots, it’s under threat of closure. We need to make enough noise to get the local papers along. And it’s Leo’s birthday. His eighteenth,’ she said with a proud smile. ‘I believe you met last night,’ she laughed. And I felt my face flush at the memory of being lit up on the picnic table, as if naked on a stage.


I’d gone outside to investigate the incongruent roar of a tractor. Who ploughs a field at night? I said, seizing the opportunity to get away from Rob and the doll’s house. It was just after dusk, but it was night black. That deep and absolute darkness of the countryside that always takes me by surprise, and guided by the light on my phone, I picked my way across the lawn, then climbed up onto the table to try to see over the hedge into the field beyond. The tractor was some distance away. The headlamps were on full beam, and as it swung in my direction, there was a boy, or young man, I came to see as he got closer. He was running ahead of the tractor along the furrowed lines in the field. He was smiling and laughing, and I was struck by his running style; a strange robotic movement, stiff straight legs, and soldier-like arms by the side of his body. As the tractor got closer, I was momentarily illuminated by the beam of light and I felt exposed and faintly ridiculous. I lifted my hand to wave, but the man in the tractor cabin simply nodded, a slight dip of his head. No smile. The boy seemed oblivious to me, or anything else around him. I jumped down, and as the light swished away, I was plunged into darkness. I stood still as my other senses rushed to compensate: the sweet smell of the honeysuckle, the feeling of the spongy grass underfoot and the roar of the tractor in the distance.


‘He’s autistic,’ Joyce explains, on the doorstep. ‘He’s always loved straight lines. A run along the furrowed tracks is his equivalent of a bedtime story,’ she says. ‘Burns off energy at the end of the day. Helps him sleep. Though it’s harder now he’s older. All those hormones,’ and she shakes her head, ‘but it usually gets us a three-hour chunk of rest,’ she adds brightly.


Joyce gives me the lowdown on my new neighbours, but she’s talking too fast and I’ve had too little sleep to concentrate, so for the most part, they are a jumble of names. I hear about a Penny who keeps horses, and her father who’s writing a book. Then she mentions the family with children. ‘They’re very nice,’ she says, ‘she’s here with the kids during the week and her husband James comes at the weekend –’ then she stops to squint at Sam and Ruby who have pushed their way through to the front door, ‘– look roughly the same age as yours.’ And then she’s off down the path. ‘No mobile phone reception in the cottage,’ she calls back, ‘just a small patch by the picnic table in the garden. Gets better as you walk up the driveway to the farmhouse. So – in an emergency, just lean out of the bathroom window and yell,’ she laughs. ‘One of us will come running.’ She waves a hand in the air. ‘See you tomorrow.’


After lunch, I head over with the kids, leaving Rob to work and join us later. It’s a sunny June afternoon. Clear blue sky and small wispy clouds with the streak of silvery sea in the distance. The kids are giggling and I feel the warmth of the sun on my face. I stop for a moment, noticing something I haven’t felt in a long while. The feeling of lightness. Like a lift. The unbuttoning and loosening of a thick and heavy coat around my neck.


As we cross the track from our cottage, the kids are excited by the sight of the candy-striped bunting in the trees and the row of stalls. As we get closer, we see a tombola, a bouncy castle, a guess-the-number-of-sweets-in-the-jar, a wire and buzzer game and skittles laid out in a carpeted alley on the grass. There’s a huge crowd of people, and tables and chairs are set out in the sun around long trestle tables with tea and cakes and barrels of beer. It all feels a long way from East London.


We each have a go on the tombola and Sam is delighted by his win of green Radox bubble bath, and as we are milling through the crowd, I feel a tug on my sleeve. ‘Look,’ whispers Sam, ‘that boy. He’s got a Transformer.’


He points to a boy sitting at one of the tables by the cake stall, pulling me over, mesmerised by both the toy and the boy who’s holding it.


It’s the family I’d glimpsed earlier in the driveway. The woman is sitting next to him, tapping at her phone. She’s wearing trousers and a crisp white long-sleeved t-shirt, her neat ponytail swishing from side to side as she taps.


Sam’s now standing directly in front of the boy. There’s a small girl, more like Ruby’s age, hunched over some paper, doing a drawing with felt tips. She has a wide-eyed dreamy sort of face, her hair falling out of what were once neat plaits.


‘I like your Transformer,’ Sam says shyly.


The boy beams. ‘It’s Optimus Prime,’ he says.


Sam nods knowledgeably. ‘Does it flip from the back? Or front?’


‘Both,’ the boy says, and with a deft finger movement, the truck morphs into a robot. Then another swift sleight of hand the other way, and it’s a vehicle again.


Sam is impressed.


‘I’m Ollie,’ the older boy says.


‘I’m Sam.’


All the while I’m standing there, the woman doesn’t look up from her phone.


‘Hi,’ I say eventually, ‘I’m Jess. My son’s obsessed. Transformers,’ and I roll my eyes apologetically.


When the woman does glance up, it’s enough of a delay for it to feel rude. She seems momentarily confused, then sees the boys. ‘Oh – it’s fine,’ she says, looking back down at her phone.


There’s something about her detachment that makes me feel nervous. And in my awkwardness, I start to talk too much, filling the silence with the sound of my own mindless chatter.


‘We’re here for a month,’ I explain, ‘having repairs done on our house in London,’ and I can hear the people-pleaser tone of my voice. The woman stares back at me. ‘Flood damage. A burst water tank in the loft . . .’ and then my voice trails off.


‘Do you live in the village?’ I ask disingenuously, given I saw them yesterday.


The woman shakes her head. ‘Just over there. The cottages,’ she nods. ‘Opposite yours. I saw you arrive last night,’ she adds.


‘Lived there long?’


‘Just here for the summer,’ she says, eyes back down on her phone, before I can ask anything else.


The woman is not nudged into reciprocity. She asks no questions in return. Offers no information. She’s not interested in furthering or deepening the conversation. And I’m surprised by how much this irks me. We lapse into silence as the boys are locked together in their mutual toy-admiration. Ruby slides onto the seat next to the little girl. The woman looks at least ten years younger than me, and comes across as self-sufficient, the grown-up in the face of my child-like neediness.


I stop talking. I try to escape the ‘tyranny of niceness’ I’ve been discussing in therapy. These new nuggets of learning, or of self-awareness, seem to pop up in real life unexpectedly. They stop me short. Leave me feeling momentarily self-conscious, like my features have suddenly become cumbersome and over-sized. I try to feel comfortable in the silence. I still can’t work out whether it’s the recent events that have made me so sensitive, or whether I’ve always been like this. It all feels muddled. I breathe in and out. I distract myself by watching the boys. Sam is as close as possible to the older boy, without actually sitting on his lap. Ollie has a small, furrowed brow and the wise serious face of an old man. He’s talking as he moves parts of the toy. He doesn’t offer it to Sam to hold. Sam, I can see, doesn’t expect him to. He is just happy to simply circle the orbit of this cool older boy.


Just then, over on the other side of the garden, I catch sight of Rob, in animated conversation by the skittles. I can tell he’s talking about his script. It’s that strange new demeanour he’s developed of late. A slightly puffed-up version of himself. He looks taller. Takes up more space. And he weaves his hands about in the air as he talks. Something he never used to do. Odd what success does to a person. I can’t get used to it. All jaunty and optimistic. It’s weirdly disconcerting.


‘Look – there’s Daddy!’ I say to the kids, like he’s a long-lost relative. ‘Let’s go over.’ Ruby is happy to come, but I have to take Sam’s hand briskly. Unsurprisingly, it’s not the prospect of a father he saw half an hour ago, but the hissed promise of cake and a game of skittles that finally coaxes him away from Optimus Prime.


‘—it’s finding that moment,’ I hear him say, as we come over, ‘all drama is conflict—’


The woman he’s talking to nods intensely and flicks her mane of swishy hair.


‘This is Penny,’ Rob says, as I approach. ‘We’re talking about dramatic tension,’ he laughs.


Penny is the horse woman. She has an ageless quality about her, in the way that outdoorsy types often do.


‘The script!’ she says, turning to me like she’s announcing a piece of news. ‘How fantastic! So exciting.’


I nod. I wonder what Rob has said.


‘The Jean-Paul Sartre device sounds brilliant,’ she says. ‘I do love Sartre.’


‘Do you?’ says Rob, rising up a bit taller. ‘You can read it if you like?’


Penny beams.


‘I’ll drop a copy over.’


‘I live in one of the cottages,’ she says, pointing. ‘My dad – Philip – he’s staying with me for a while. He’s writing a book. He’s taken some time off work to get it finished. Non-fiction,’ she says. ‘Academic type thing.’


She looks between us like an eager child and we nod obligingly like proud parents. And it’s something of a relief when the ice-cream van arrives with its loud tinny jangle of noise. The children stop in their tracks and look up in excitement. For me, it’s a sound that always evokes a strange sense of longing. A reminder of the long hot summer when Gemma was ill. The school holiday I spent on the ward, my legs sticking to the plastic chairs, listening to the joy and laughter somewhere in the distance.


The van pulls up on the gravel track by the gate, and I’m about to walk the kids over when they both turn towards me.


‘Can we just go with Ollie and Lexie?’ they whisper. ‘On. Our. Own.’ I look at their pleading faces, then open my purse and fish out money that they fold tight into the palms of their hands.


It happens as they’re on their way to the van. The four of them are racing across in hot excitement, and in their haste, Lexie trips over her flip-flop and sprawls forwards with a howl. Her mother leaps up and runs over, sweeping her up into her arms in an instant.


By the time I get there, Lexie is shuddering with great racking sobs and Sam is peering at the grazed bloody knee.


‘My mum’s a doctor,’ I hear him say solemnly, ‘she can help.’


All of a sudden, the woman swings round to look at me, like she’s seeing me properly for the very first time.


‘Are you?’


I look away, across the garden, but I can still feel the woman’s eyes on me. It’s a relief to see Rob crossing the path towards us.


‘Oh – I don’t think she needs medical input,’ I say vaguely, waving at Rob.


‘What sort of doctor?’ the woman asks, stroking the little girl’s hair as she wails on her lap.


I feel a snag of irritation. Of all the things we could have connected over, it’s the job I’m currently not doing that has piqued the woman’s interest. Rob arrives and lifts Ruby up onto his shoulders. Lexie’s sobs have dwindled as she gets distracted by Sam leaping about making pig faces.


‘Where do you work?’ the woman persists.


I feel my face flush. It’s not like I haven’t had time to rehearse an answer. Hours spent in the basement in the beige consulting room in West Hampstead turning things over. But every time, I’m like the clumsy kid at PE, fumbling for the ball. The mention of work is like a Pavlovian response. And I am back there again. The sudden swooping sensation of falling. Perhaps you’ve made a mistake? And I feel it like a burn, the hot flush of shame across my cheeks. I don’t like being made to look a fool.


The woman is still staring at me.


‘East London. Spitalfields,’ I say eventually. ‘I was a GP,’ and I make an apologetic shrug. ‘I mean – I am still a GP,’ and I stumble over my words, ‘it’s just –’ and I pause, ‘– I’m just off work at the moment.’


And that’s when it happens. We lock eyes for the briefest of instants. A split second. And a look of something like recognition passes between us. Afterwards, I will come to wonder if it was that moment that sealed things for us.


‘How come?’ Her voice is pleasant, but persistent. I pretend I haven’t heard her.


Rob is standing next to me now, and because I don’t know what else to do, I leap forwards theatrically.


‘Dr Jess Gibson,’ I trill, ‘coming through.’ I know I sound ridiculous, but becoming a pantomime version of myself is the only thing I can think of doing to avoid answering her question. I find myself hamming it up completely. ‘Where’s the patient?’ I say in a loud sing-song voice.


Rob is staring at me.


Lexie has now stopped crying and is awe-struck with the attention.


‘A real doctor?’ she asks.


‘That’s me,’ I say, and I lean forwards to lift her leg and inspect it gently in my hands. I offer a diagnosis, and a treatment ‘of antiseptic wipes and a plaster’, both of which the woman miraculously produces from her bag.


‘But –’ and I hold my hand up dramatically, ‘– most important is the medicine . . .’


Lexie blinks back at me.


‘. . . a big fat ice-cream. Preferably a double cone, with strawberry sauce and a flake.’


The little girl laughs, then wriggles off her mother’s lap, slips her foot in the retrieved flip-flop and joins the others as they make their way slowly to the van. The woman stands up.


‘I’m Helen,’ she says, holding out her hand. And this time she’s giving me her sole attention. ‘And thank you for the medical input,’ she smiles, her voice full of gratitude. I wave away her thanks and, just as she’s about to say something else, Joyce steps onto a makeshift stage of hay bales and taps the microphone. There’s a shushing sound in the crowd as the garden falls silent.


‘As many of you know,’ she begins, ‘it’s Leo’s birthday,’ and there are some claps and cheers. ‘But unlike most other eighteen-year-olds, it’s not the gateway to independence and adulthood.’ She pauses to gather herself. ‘He will never go to university, or live independently, or have many of the opportunities that others can enjoy –’ her voice cracks a little, ‘– so as his mother, it’s my job to advocate for the things he can do and the things he loves to do.’


It’s then that I see Leo. He’s at the end of the garden on his own, staring out over the field. In his hands there’s a small silver object attached to a piece of string. It looks like a scrunched-up ball of baking foil. He’s rocking back and forth, happily, I think, and as he weaves it in and out of his fingers, it catches the sun, sending little darts of light that flicker on the grass.


‘Closure of the project would be devastating for my son, and for many other young people.’ Rousing murmurs of agreement ripple through the crowd. ‘With council funding withdrawn, we’ve been fundraising for a while now, and it’s our last chance to keep this place open –’ she stops for a moment as she looks round at the crowd, ‘– and continue to provide a place for our children where they feel a real sense of belonging.’ She finishes by thanking everyone for coming, urging them to donate, and to sign the petition: ‘It’s up to us to give a voice to the voiceless.’


After the presentation, the crowd disperses and we all walk back to the stalls. I see Joyce and Leo by the edge of the field. She is standing near him, but not too close, and she’s rocking back and forth in time to his rhythm. She holds a palm out towards him. Together they move in a kind of clumsy unison, until eventually, he places his hand on top of hers.


The kids are busy scanning for their new friends, and I can feel Rob looking at me. I know exactly what he’s thinking. I look straight ahead. There’s a longer silence, but in the end he can’t help himself.


‘Why don’t you just say something?’ he shrugs, ‘Anything. Just make something up?’


I’m not sure if I’m imagining it, but I can hear that tone in his voice. The one that’s been creeping in of late. Not quite irritation, but somewhere on the edge of dwindling patience. Perhaps it’s a trace of regret. A wish for things to go back to how they were before. Before Keith and Nina. Before Jackson. Before I had to stop work. Before any of it.


He’s trying to speak kindly, but I hear the nudge of something else.


‘All that looking embarrassed and guilty. It sort of makes it worse,’ he says, ‘just draws more attention to it.’ And he waves his hand like he’s patting a ball in the air. ‘You could just say something banal, you know. We talked about this before.’


We talked about this before. There it is. That edge of exasperation.


I don’t know how to explain what happens to me in those moments. How it’s something I can’t control. That it all comes back at me. Fast and furious, like logs down a waterfall. And I am hit by the familiar paralysis. The shame of my mistakes.


And as time’s gone on, the gap between my real, lived experience and my ability to explain it to him, or even to myself, is ever-widening, like a small boat untethered and drifting from a jetty.


‘Mmm?’


I look back at him.


‘Just say you’re on a sabbatical or something?’


‘A sabbatical?’ I say, a bloom of fury in my chest.


I close my eyes briefly. ‘Good idea,’ I say. ‘I’ll try that next time.’




TWO


The cottage was Rob’s idea. We were sitting at the kitchen table when he first mentioned it. ‘Let’s get away,’ he said, ‘while we get the repairs done on the house,’ and he flipped open his laptop as if the idea had just popped into his head. ‘With my first script payment, we could rent somewhere, maybe by the sea?’ He looked up at me. ‘A Month in the Country – wasn’t that a film?’ he said, tapping at his keyboard.


I’d been avoiding thinking about the onslaught of the builders in our small, terraced house. The replastering of four walls on both floors as well as replacing the rotting flooring and units in the kitchen.


‘It’ll be chaos. Good to be out of the way,’ he said, suddenly standing up. ‘A chance to be expansive,’ he said, flinging his arms out wide, ‘to live outside the box!’


Expansive? I stared back at him as he moved around the kitchen. Light, like a dancer.


Success had changed him. His moods had always been extreme, but I was more used to the trenches of doom, his cynicism and his railing against the injustices of the world. This new upbeat positivity and uncharacteristic ‘can-do’ attitude in the wake of his success was becoming unbearable. He was like a self-inflating balloon that I had to keep pulling down by the string to stop him floating away entirely. He grew in size, and changed in other ways; the way he held himself, the tone of his voice, the animated waving of his hands. The way his voice got louder when he was on the phone to his agent or the film producer. And none of this would have mattered if I’d been able to shrink to accommodate him. If I had moved aside, as I might have done in the past. Waiting it out until he was punctured by the sharp edge of reality and normal life could be resumed.


But since February, things were different. The incident at work had altered things in a way I still didn’t properly understand.


‘Let’s have a look.’ It was his jaunty spontaneity along with the speed with which images popped up on the screen that made it obvious this was something he’d been mulling over for a while, but was perhaps unsure how to bring up, given my unpredictable mood. I know I should have felt grateful. But mostly, I felt wrong-footed.


‘What about Dorset?’ he said. ‘Lovely beaches. Not far from London. Lovely June sunshine. I can finish my script in the mornings – then we can hang out with the kids. Fly a kite . . . play games . . . do all the things you say we never do. Family time,’ he over-enunciated. There was a pause and, perhaps in response to my silence, he added, ‘Come September we’ll be locked into school holidays for the next fourteen years. We should, you know, carpe diem and all that, while we can.’


‘Besides,’ he mused, and I could see he was choosing his words carefully, ‘might be good for you to get away. Fresh air . . . change of scene . . .’


His words were left hanging in the air, as he turned back to his laptop, typing in West Country, Dorset and month long lets.


And while he hadn’t mentioned it, I knew he had noticed the hastily closed case folder that was still out on the table. The folder we’d already had one row about. And there was the house. Even by Rob’s standards, it was a mess; washing-up in the sink, unwashed clothes and the kids’ toys strewn over the floor. I could see it was taking all his willpower not to ask me what I’d been doing all day.


I didn’t expect him to understand something I was still grappling with myself, and I knew he meant well, but there was something irksome about the notion that my personal and professional crisis might simply dissipate in a blast of fresh air.


Soon we were both scanning stone cottages, sandy beaches and cattle grazing on verdant green fields. Most were way out of our price range, and I began to drift away, to peer into the fridge and decide what could be assembled into lunch. Sometime later, he swivelled round. ‘I’ve found somewhere. Come and see.’


I peered at a pretty stone cottage, dappled in sunlight, with tall white hollyhocks by the door.


‘Look,’ he said excitedly, jabbing at the screen, ‘irises! You love irises!’


I lean over to look at the details.


‘Why so cheap?’


He shook his head, scanning the rental details.


He flicked through the other linked pictures. It was one of a cluster of cottages, in a square around a shared patch of lawn with a picnic table. There were other pictures of coastal paths, rocky cliffs and rolling fields of rape.


‘And what a pub,’ he said, tapping at an old stone building, a sunny courtyard, rustic benches. ‘It’s right on the South West Coast Path. Look. At. That. View.’


‘Expansive,’ I said.


I was the limpet on a rock in the face of his rising tide of excitement. I couldn’t explain my lethargy. My lack of enthusiasm. Perhaps my reluctance was due to the fact I was still smarting from yesterday’s row. My flat joylessness, a weapon to pick away at the scab of our argument that had erupted after my session with Veronica earlier in the day.


It was my fifth session with Veronica. She sat very still, with her cropped grey hair and dash of red lipstick, in what was her uniform of stylish black trousers and cream shirt. I looked back at the nest of her elegant fingers. My mind felt empty of feelings. Empty of everything. But in my body, a constriction in my chest, as if bracing myself for an attack. The familiar burn of my cheeks, a feeling that I was somehow talking about the wrong thing. That heaped on top of my many failings, I hadn’t even managed to grasp the rules of therapy.


I looked back at her blankly. I felt her words sliding over me. Hard to grasp. Until I realised she was now talking about something else, about the origins of the word shame, ‘how its derivation can be traced back to the words kam and kem,’ she said, ‘meaning to cover, to veil,’ and then she cupped one hand over the other, ‘to hide.’


I blinked back at her.


‘Shame can be paralysing,’ she concluded. ‘I wonder if perhaps it is time to come out of hiding. To not only show yourself. But perhaps try to understand how this piece of shame fits into the jigsaw of your life?’


I nodded enthusiastically, but in reality, I felt the sting of irritation. Anger towards her and her neat beige room. The oatmeal sofa. The nondescript pictures on the wall. Her smug observations that I’d initially thought were wise and skilled, but now felt patronising. But of course, when she signalled the end of the session, I didn’t say any of this. When I noticed her slight shift forwards on the sofa, the small inclination of her head, ‘it’s time,’ I simply stood up and thanked her, grinning like a fool as I left the room.


Before all this, my experience of therapy had been a few awkward family sessions as a child. They left no lasting memory other than the hot stuffy room, my mother’s twitching fingers and my father gazing into the middle distance. As an adult, as far as I was concerned, therapy was something I was happy to refer my patients to, but its irrelevance to me or my life meant I had little interest in understanding what actually went on behind closed doors. Was it normal, I wondered, to feel so resentful of having to even be there?


For the rest of the day, my anger felt hot on my hands.


And then Rob came home.


It was late, he was back after his weekly teaching at Adult Education. He was opening the fridge for a beer when he mentioned it casually, like it had just occurred to him.


‘I was thinking, we should make a plan for September,’ he said, ‘when Sam starts school.’


I looked back at him, confused.


‘I need to sort my timetable out,’ he said, ‘for next term’s teaching – so I thought we could think about the kids . . . pickups, drop-offs – who does what,’ and he took a swig from the bottle. It was not an unreasonable request. He needed to look ahead and plan. But it landed badly.


In the immediate aftermath of my state of collapse, Rob had been brilliant. But almost overnight, it was as if the whole axis of our relationship shifted. Up until then, I’d been solid, dependable, then all of a sudden, I was floundering in a way he’d never seen before. And after I was signed off work, and my state of ‘not-working’ began to have a kind of open-ended quality about it, I felt his growing frustration. That while genuinely concerned for my welfare, there was, in the way he spoke about it, an undercurrent of it being in the past. Something to move on from. And while I had initially thought this myself, my continued difficulties suggested this wasn’t the case at all. I tried to tell Rob in a language I thought he might understand. ‘I thought Keith was the inciting incident,’ I said, ‘but now I think things are a bit more complicated.’ He nodded, waiting for me to elaborate. But at the time, I hadn’t any more to offer, other than a sense of malaise. A block and a heavy impasse when I thought about work.


So, for the most part, Rob and I skirt around the whole issue. I don’t mention it. Nor does he. There are a few no-go areas. My ‘return to work’ is one of them. I don’t want to discuss it and I can see that he does. As it stands, we have until the end of August, after which, if I don’t return, my pay, quite understandably, will be halved. In the early days, I’d see the question pass across his face. Trying to work out how to phrase it in a way I might find palatable. He starts, and there is a half-formed sentence on his lips, and then he sees the look on my face and he thinks better of it.


In the early weeks, he was stressed after a call with his ex-wife who was requesting funds for Nic’s Geography field trip next year. I said nothing. And then, miraculously, the financial squall blew over with the unexpected news about his script. But that day, I could see that the college timetable was a convenient way to test the water again.


‘Any thoughts,’ he said, peering into the fridge, ‘about whether you’ll work the same hours and days?’ He was trying to make his voice sound light. Casual.


‘Not really,’ I said. ‘I’ve made no plans about work.’


He nodded, taking another swig from the bottle, before plunging a crust of bread into a tub of houmous.


And then before I quite understood what he was saying, I realised he was talking about GP locum jobs. And how much they paid.


I froze.


‘Two or three a week,’ he said, ‘and we’d cover the cost of the mortgage.’ He was peering into the fridge again, avoiding me.


‘Just thought it’s worth thinking about. You know,’ he said, ‘if you don’t feel like going back to your surgery. If it’s the place that’s—’


‘It’s not the place,’ I cut in quickly, and my words were clipped and furious.


‘Wooah! OK,’ and he did his strange head-wobble thing he does when he’s really pissed off but trying to look all jokey and fun. And that was that.


So, I was still aggrieved about all this when the cottage conversation came up, and by then, Rob’s exuberance and the mention of seaside and kites and holidays had drifted down the hallway to the kids, who were now hanging off Rob’s shoulders as he peered at the screen.


‘Will there be shells?’ Sam wanted to know. Ruby was more interested in the journey. How many hours on a plane, she asked, hopeful for her first ever trip to the airport, then looked momentarily deflated when Rob told her we’d be going in the car.


Rob looked so disappointed by my lack of enthusiasm. I felt a stab of guilt, like I was furiously paddling upstream, just because I could.


‘Why not?’ he whispered, looking confused. ‘What’s the problem?’


We moved over to the sink, leaving the kids poring over the pictures.


I opened and closed my mouth. I had nothing to say.


‘You’re thinking of that holiday in Scotland, aren’t you? When I had to go back to London to work and you were left in the cottage on your own with two small children?’


I wasn’t.


‘I promise. Not going to happen. Hardly anything left to do. It’s a final polish. Then off it goes. Whooosh,’ and he flew his hand in the air like a plane.


I still looked doubtful. I mentioned my dad’s birthday lunch.


He shook his head. ‘It’s Dorset – not Denmark. Last time I checked, we can actually drive to Oxford from there.


‘And I haven’t forgotten about the boys,’ he said, hands up in the air.


I had. But pretended I hadn’t. The twins were coming to stay after their exams, while Carla, his ex-wife, was away for a week, on a yoga retreat in Portugal.


‘They can just come there. They’ll camp in the garden,’ he said. ‘They’d love that.’


I nodded.


What I was really thinking about were my twice weekly sessions with Veronica. After our last appointment, a part of me would have been delighted to find a reason to stop going. But I felt a fluttery kind of anxiety about taking a break from seeing her. But of course, I couldn’t mention this. He’d already asked when they ‘might be finishing?’ – at the end of yesterday’s feisty conversation, tentatively wondering whether they were making me worse not better, ‘stoking things up,’ he said, ‘rather than calming things down.’ ‘Therapy’s not all cosy chats and arm patting,’ I’d said with irritation.


Then just in that moment, Rob reached across and took my hand. ‘I was thinking about your appointments with Veronica. If we rent a place for a month, you could come up to London for a couple of the sessions. I can be here with the kids—’


And there it is. That’s all it takes. A small gesture. Some words.


When I mentioned our plans at my next session with Veronica, she said that’s fine, but she works internationally, has many clients she sees online. ‘You’re welcome to come in person,’ she said, ‘but it may be easier for us to work digitally for those weeks you are away. It’s as you wish.’


I noticed myself bristle at the mention of her other clients, her international work. How glamorous her other clients must be. How dull I felt.


*


Two weeks later, we were walking up the path. We left London too late. Hit the traffic. The kids fell asleep in the car, heads back, mouths slack, catching flies. But as we turned off the motorway and weaved our way through the narrow country lanes, the evening sun was low in the sky. It spread a golden hue across the surrounding fields, and we both fell into a kind of trance, marvelling at the views. The buttery gold of the sun on the yellow fields. That first sight of the sea, a secret shimmer of silver in the distance.


From the outside, the cottage looked exactly like the printout. The grey stone. The hollyhocks in bloom. The small, shared garden with the picnic table. The fence of white jasmine.


But the bargain price became clear when we pushed open the door.


‘Oh,’ we both said.


It was tiny. Minute.


‘It’s the opposite of a Tardis,’ Rob laughed, darting about. ‘They must have taken the shots from here,’ he said, crouching down, ‘and used a special lens.’


‘The furniture, though?’ I said, but as I stepped forwards to reach my hand to the back of the navy sofa, it became obvious.


‘It’s undersized,’ I said, ‘that Ikea range. For teenagers. Or small kids.’


As Rob eased his six-foot-two-inch body down onto the sofa, his bottom hung cliff-like over the edge, his knees jutting out to the side like giant wings.


‘One of the reviews said it was cosy,’ he laughed.


‘It’s like a doll’s house,’ I said, taking the three steps to the kitchen which was the size of a large tea towel. ‘Come in here,’ I said. ‘Fling your arms out wide. Be expansive.’


‘A doll’s house,’ he said, slapping his thigh at the hilarity of it all, then found it a huge source of amusement to start calling me Nora.


He then got up, chuckling to himself, before folding himself over to negotiate his way up the narrow stairs. ‘Nora,’ he called down. ‘I’m hungry, make me my dinner!’ More laughter.


When he came down, I’d already seen the ceramic boat on the mantelpiece, with You put the wind in my sails inscribed on the hull, and I was now staring at the two enormous framed photo montages that dominated the room.


‘There’s two more upstairs,’ he laughed, ‘one in the bedroom, another on the landing.’


We both silently studied the poster-sized frames of cut-out family photos. A day at the beach. Cricket on the sand dunes. Glasses chinking in the sun. Dazzling white smiles. Look at us and our marvellous lives! There were groups of women in bright patterned swimsuits wearing pearls and pink lipstick on the beach. Children posed in front of complex turreted sandcastles that they couldn’t possibly have built. There was a bald man who popped up in different outfits in various pictures. Most abhorrently, the one where he’s wearing a chef’s hat and a plastic apron with a naked woman’s body on the front. He had one finger to his lips as he poked sausages on a barbecue. Cheeky.


‘I mean, who does that?’ I said, knowing Rob would be sharing my thoughts. ‘Cutting up and making a collage. It’s the kind of thing students did in the eighties. What kind of grown-ups do this?’


But instead of exchanging scathing comments, he simply laughed and said nonchalantly, ‘Each to their own,’ which is a phrase I have never heard him say in all our years together.


‘Nora, you should wake the kids,’ he said, ‘or they’ll be up till midnight.’


When we roused them, they startled awake, hands like small starfish. They were overcome with delight at the pint-sized home, whirling about the room like marbles in a jar.




THREE


When the doorbell rings, I’m surprised to see little Ollie on the step.


‘We’re going to Dancing Ledge,’ he says, with his small, furrowed brow and serious expression. ‘Mum said to ask if you wanted to come with us.’


Sam has pushed his way through to the front door. ‘Dancing Ledge!’ he shrieks, quivering with excitement.


‘What’s that?’ I ask, as Sam frantically pulls his coat on over his pyjamas.


‘It’s a secret place. You get to it across the field,’ and Ollie points behind the farmhouse. ‘It’s a big stone ledge by the sea. And there’s a swimming pool in the rocks.’


Sam’s eyes widen. ‘Can we swim in it?’


Ollie nods. ‘You can – but it’s very cold. My dad does. But you might need a wetsuit. And it’s very deep. We don’t have any wetsuits, but we might get some soon. But when the tide is out there are rock pools, and we can take the fishing nets.’ Sam is on the floor pulling on his boots, in a state of utter disbelief that this older boy, the owner of The Transformer, is standing at the front door, inviting him to a place called Dancing Ledge.


‘It’s really cool,’ Ollie adds unnecessarily.


In the face of Sam’s excitement, I feel a heaviness at the thought of spending time with Helen.


‘It takes about half an hour to walk from here. The path is quite steep and we’re taking a packed lunch to eat on the rocks,’ he says, speaking like a tour guide.


Ollie looks at Sam buttoning up his coat.


‘I’m ready,’ he says.


Ollie blinks back at him. ‘We’re leaving at ten o’clock,’ Ollie says.


I look between Ollie’s expectant face and my son’s that is ready to burst. ‘OK,’ I say, ‘tell your mum thanks. We’ll see you outside later.’


I have to show Sam the clock. ‘One hour,’ I say, pointing at the hands and eventually he’s persuaded to take off his coat and boots and eat his breakfast first.


We meet in front of the cottages and I can see straight away that Helen’s mood has shifted. ‘Have you been to Dancing Ledge?’ she says warmly, as we set off across the farm, telling me about an Enid Blyton book set in a boarding school.


‘Malory Towers?’


She nods. ‘Apparently the rocky swimming pool in the books was inspired by this place in Dorset.’


‘I loved those books,’ I say.


I don’t tell her I went to the library to look up boarding schools to go to when I was twelve. How I sat for hours in the reference section researching schools. My favourite was one on the coast in the Outer Hebrides.


‘I had no idea it was based on a real place.’


‘It’s wonderful. I used to swim there as a child.’


‘You grew up round here?’


Helen shakes her head. ‘Just holidays and stuff. The cottage was my grandmother’s. Belongs to my mum now. She divides her time between here and a village just outside Bristol, where I grew up. But she’s in New Zealand at the moment, staying with her sister. We’re here for the summer. In between house-buying.’


We push open a cattle gate and turn onto a gravelly path with hedgerows either side. ‘Priest’s Way,’ she says, and as the path twists to the left, I listen as Helen talks about relocating from Germany. How the place they were buying in London fell through. ‘We’re in the process of getting somewhere else,’ she says. ‘James, my husband, has a new job. He’s starting up his own business. Renting a room in London,’ she explains, ‘cheaper – until we get ourselves sorted.’


To the right, another larger cattle gate leads into a wide stretch of hilly fields. Cows and sheep graze lazily in the sun, and the sky is full and wide and blue. We join the footpath as it slopes up the hill, chatting as we walk. Helen is friendlier than the day before. She points out local landmarks, tells me about places to visit with the kids. ‘Chapman’s Pool is lovely on a sunny day. And there’s Corfe Castle. And I’m sure Joyce will show the kids round the farm.’


I warm to her, but there’s something neat and polished about her. Something guarded. I can already tell that our conversation will hover on the surface of things. And I have an instant pang for my friends in London. The ability to quickly read a mood from the expression on each other’s faces. That deep familiarity of people you know, and who, in turn, know you so well.


The kids are walking in a huddle, just ahead of us, listening as Ollie holds court about something or other.


All of a sudden, Sam swings round.


‘Ollie doesn’t go to school,’ he says defiantly, hands on hips, ‘and he’s seven. So why do I have to?’


Momentarily thrown by this sudden demand, I open my mouth, then close it again. The response I usually give to this recurring and persistent question is the lazy and not altogether true statement that ‘everyone goes to school’, and of course, it’s the very one I can’t use here. Before I have a chance to answer, Helen jumps in.


‘He will be going –’ she says, ‘in September. He has a place then at the school we wanted in London. But not for the rest of this term. So, we decided to wait until then. He’s keeping up with his studies every day. He’ll soon be at school – just like you.’


As the children move out of earshot, I explain to Helen about my error. ‘That school shooting in the States, at the beginning of the year?’ I tell her how I thought I’d turned the television off, then came back in the lounge to find Sam sitting pale-faced on the sofa. ‘It was pretty graphic,’ I say, dropping my voice down low, ‘screaming children . . . general carnage. Just awful,’ I shake my head. ‘He now associates school with guns. I feel bad. It was totally my fault.’


And in the space where I expect some kind of reassurance, or even a platitude of some kind, there is nothing. She just nods, as if agreeing with my parental failing.


I push ahead, and perhaps the scooter I’m dragging behind me takes the brunt of my annoyance, and it predictably comes apart, as it does on average several times a week. ‘Shit,’ I say under my breath as I scrabble round on the ground for the screw and makeshift repair I’d botched with a ballpoint pen lid.


Helen crouches down and inspects it. ‘It just needs a new washer. And a longer screw. James will have one. He’s coming up this weekend. He’ll fix it for you.’


‘I shouldn’t have brought it with us. Ruby was insistent – and she’s not a great walker, but clearly her new friend is a wonderful distraction,’ I say, nodding over at the two girls, huddled together conspiratorially. ‘If it was just the three of us, she’d be slumped on the path wailing by now.’


We pass a camping ground, the colourful pitched tents dotted over the hillside like lunar landings, and then, at the top of the hill, the view suddenly opens out in front of us. The solid chunky blocks of colour. The deep blue of the sky. The rising wedges of green and grey cliffs and the deeper navy of the sea. ‘It’s beautiful,’ I say, breathing in the rush of salty air. The grass is a carpet of daisies. ‘Like snow!’ Ruby says clapping her hands and, wordlessly, the girls lie on the ground and roll themselves down. I can see Sam wants to join them, but he glances up at Ollie and, taking his cue from him, he keeps walking.


We follow the dirt track down to the bottom, then there are stone steps down to a large grassy ledge. Clumps of samphire are tucked in between the rocks; their thick paddle-like leaves are plump and succulent and the small yellow flowers look sprinkled on, like an afterthought. Above our heads, the skylarks dip and swoop.


‘The pool is further down,’ Helen points. ‘It’s a bit of a tricky climb.’ At the edge, she goes first, easing her way down slowly backwards, her hands and feet feeling for the footholds in the rocks. I pass the bags down, and Ollie and Lexie go next. They are deft and skilled and have clearly done this many times before. Ollie shouts up instructions to Sam, who tries hard to hide his obvious caution. I go next, then catch Ruby as she jumps the last bit. The ledge is wide and pocked with holes, like a giant Ryvita. The rectangular pool is a dark gin-clear blue. The surface of the water is still. The place is quiet. We are the only people here.


‘Do you see,’ Helen says, ‘just there,’ pointing out to where the ledge meets the sea. I watch the waves roll in and lap gently on the rocky surface. It must be the combination of the pocked holes and the sun on the surface that creates the dancing silvery movement, the mesmerising illusion that the ledge itself is moving.


‘It drops away,’ she says, ‘at the edge.’ She tells me the water’s very deep. Maybe 150 feet. Deep enough for big boats to come right in. ‘Treacherous and beautiful,’ she says. ‘Deceptive, isn’t it?’ And I shudder as she speaks, and immediately turn and call out to the kids, ‘Stay away from the edge, it’s dangerous.’


I turn back to Helen. ‘Can you swim from the ledge?’ I ask, looking out at the wide, open sea.


‘You can,’ she says, caution in her voice, ‘on a day like today, but when it’s rough, there are undercurrents. People have been swept away—’


Just at that moment Lexie whispers something to Ruby, and the two of them begin to jig about. Swirling hand movements and hip sways from side to side. ‘What are you doing?’ Helen asks, a question that seems primed, one she’s asked before.


‘We’re dancing on the ledge,’ they both shriek in unison, then collapse with the hilarity of a well-worn joke.


With the kids engrossed in the rock pools, I change into my swimming costume.


‘I’m just going to dip in the pool,’ I say. ‘That OK? Can you keep an eye –’ I say, nodding over at the kids.


Helen nods. ‘Brace yourself,’ she smiles.


The surface is flat like glass and as I peer over, I can see to the bottom, the craggy rocky sides of purple and mauves and brown. The swirl of seagrass in the small crevices. The darting shoal of shimmering fish. I ease in, slipping my body under the surface. The trick is always to be swift. Not to linger. But still, it’s an ice-cold hit that takes my breath away. And then I swim. Long strokes back and forth as if doing lengths of a pool. I feel the surge of energy. The tingle of my skin. My fingers and toes. My arms pulling back and forth, my legs powering me through the seawater. I feel awake. Alive with the rush of my own blood in my veins. The pump of my heart as it echoes in my ears.


Afterwards, I wrap myself in a towel and sip at the coffee Helen has poured out. What strikes me most about Helen is her lack of curiosity. She doesn’t really ask questions. When I speak, she listens or nods, but doesn’t seem interested in further exploration. There are no layers. The information she offers about herself is superficial. She talks a lot, yet I know very little about her and her life. We stay, for the most part, on trivial stuff. The kids. The weather. Dorset. And as the morning wears on, I find myself feeling grateful for the lack of demand. For the ease of the conversation. We slip into a relaxed rhythm. Pond-skating on the surface of our lives. It’s strangely calming. So, when the question comes, I’m startled. Not so much by the question itself, but by the fact she’s asked it at all.


‘So,’ she says, ‘what was it like working in the East End?’


‘Busy,’ I laugh. And perhaps because of my invigorating swim, and the fact that she’s asking about the place, rather than my job, I find myself talking freely, unfettered by the events that triggered my departure. Much later, I will come to wonder if this was a calculated decision on her part.


As I talk, I paint a picture of the place I loved. The bustling streets of Tower Hamlets. The shops. The markets. A place that was bursting with life and energy.


‘It was like nothing I’d experienced before,’ I say. ‘I started as a medical student at a hospital in Whitechapel. Over twenty-five years ago. It was like another world for me. It’s changed now, of course, but I was so taken with the vibrancy, the noise. The mix of people. I loved it – and such a contrast to the place I grew up in.’
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