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Dedication

For Jill Gerrish – friend, inspiration and courageous spirit.

November 3rd 1947

The heart gathers burdens as it journeys through a life,

some from deep in the past, secrets of the ancestors, 

their untended wounds. 

A lineage of grief rolls on into the future,

pulling lives apart and scattering dreams.

We are helpless in the grip of our wounding past.

—Eliza O’Neal
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The Art of Survival

The iron gate closed behind her with a hollow thud. She held her breath and listened – for a door opening, a shout, an alarm being raised. There was no sound but the wind whipping through the tall spruce trees that lined the wall. For now, at least, she was safe.

Outside the gate she paused, breathing in the crisp, clear air. A full moon cast its silvery light over the field that stretched down to the bank of the stream. So many times she had looked out on this field, through the misted windows, between the iron bars, longing to run across it. Right down to the stream, and up over the wide hills beyond, lying in silent folds all along the ancient skyline. But tonight it would not be safe to run in the moonlight. She would be easily seen. 

Turning to her right, she headed down towards the edge of the wood. The shadow of the trees would hide her well enough. She clutched her small bundle of possessions – tied up in a thin grey blanket – to her chest as she ran. The thick woollen coat she had picked up by the back door was much too big, and flapped about her ankles.

Along the path that ran along the edge of the wood, across the stream, down a farm-track, then – finally sure that she was out of view of the house – she struck out over the open moor – running, running, clutching her bundle of possessions. The moon shone, the clean wind blew, her red hair streamed out behind her like a flame. She ran and ran until at last the clouds covered the moon, and the faintest hint of dawn began to show. 

By the time the morning bell rang and they realised she had gone, she would be far away.

​One

The north-east – 1969

I grew up knowing it in my bones, in my blood. Sometimes it came with the scent of jasmine and warm milk, drifting like a spirit through the night air. Or in the fleeting image of a girl with red hair, just like mine, running, fast, like a gazelle through woods and over moon lit fields. Another time, a place unknown. Not a memory or a dream, just a shadow passing by. A spirit piercing through the veil.

But after Richard came into my life, I knew it in my heart. Love is grief, and grief is love. They are the same. Like water turning into ice, ice melting back to water.

It all began one afternoon in June – I had just turned sixteen. The sky was deep blue and the air hot for this time of year on the wind-swept Northumbrian coast. The beach was not yet crowded. Before the storm of holidaymakers arrived, there was calm and just a gentle breeze blowing in off the sea.

I was sitting on the seawall dangling my bare legs against the rough stone. Warmth against my skin. Cupped in my hands lay a small bird, not long hatched – an ordinary little fellow, a sparrow, with greyish brown feathers still damp with saliva from the mouth I had just rescued him from. I called my baby chick Tom. The cat that had almost finished him off was a sleek grey tabby. His amber eyes had narrowed to thin slits and his whole body was poised, still and alert, low to the ground with tail flicking side to side. I knew the cat was about to pounce.

Tom was still breathing. His heart beat quickly, just a flutter of life in there, his round little chest pumping in and out. A naked soft heart throbbing through thin skin. Specks of white and cream threaded through the grey-brown of his mangled feathery breast. His eyes were closed. He was still recovering from the shock of being very nearly swallowed alive.

I cradled him in my hands to warm him back to life. If he couldn’t fly, I would take him back to my aviary – no more than a small chicken coop really, but it had served its purpose for many years. 

The midday sun was burning into my bare shoulders. I wore my green halter-neck top, ever hopeful of a sun-bronzed back but knowing that my white skin would only turn pink then red and very sore. I should find some shade but the long stretch of beach and promenade offered none.

Looking up from marvelling at Tom’s tiny throbbing chest, my gaze wandered down to the water’s edge. And it was then that I saw him. His skin as brown as a chestnut, wet hair black and slicked back. I noticed the way he walked, his stride bold and confident as he pulled his canoe up out of the water. Broad shoulders, slim hips, taut muscular body. He was perfect. 

I know he noticed me too. He kept looking my way. I could see myself as if through his eyes – my red hair, ironed out to a sheen, lifted gently by the sea breeze in fluttering waves – my white jeans rolled up to the knees – the skimpy green sun-top and my bare feet bouncing against the wall. I felt shy, but curious too. I wanted to see everything about him. I would paint him later that day, walking up the beach with his blue canoe, denim shorts clinging to his thighs.

By the time he reached the steps up to the promenade, I was sure I had fallen in love. 

I climbed off the wall and walked back along the prom and up through Briar Dene. When I reached the bush where I had rescued Tom earlier, I crouched down and opened my hands to see if he was ready to fly away. He wasn’t. So I took him home and settled him into the aviary. I had nursed many wounded birds and small animals back to life in this sanctuary, and when they wouldn’t return to life, I buried them beneath the beech tree at the bottom of the garden. Many spirits lived there now.

Three days later he came to our house, an album he wanted to lend Martin tucked under his arm. Later he told me that was just a pretence, a way to meet me. I sat on the cream-tiled hearth in the sunlight and listened as they talked music. He asked Martin to play with his band while he was home from university and Martin agreed. So I could be sure of seeing Richard often over the summer holidays.

As he talked, he spread his arms wide, as if opening to embrace, then rested them casually along the back of the sofa. I wanted to melt into them, to be held in those strong arms, sun-browned and taut as springs. I felt my heart reaching towards the invitation of his opening body, longing to be taken in. 

He stretched out his legs in a relaxed and confident way, but there was less certainty in the way he tossed his head back to flick an errant curl of dark hair out of his eyes, darting a sly glance towards me. As if by accident. Hidden behind the bold appearance was the hint of a being that felt small and insecure. I loved this part too. I wanted to see it, touch it, help it to feel strong. His eyes were almost black and they pierced right into me.

Martin was oblivious to what was going on, to this little dance of glances, and kept talking music. But Richard turned the conversation and soon Martin was inviting him out to the back garden. I followed them. I showed Richard my bird sanctuary.

‘Nice. Who built it?’ He tapped a knuckle against the quaint wooden structure and peered in to study its gnarled platforms and doors, nooks and hiding places.

‘My dad helped me build it.’

‘You mean Dad built it and you just got in the way, dancing about, tripping over tools and planks and wire mesh,’ said Martin laughing. 

‘No, I didn’t. We built it together.’ I was cross at Martin for embarrassing me in front of Richard. He didn’t realise how serious this was.

‘Where d’you find the injured birds?’ Richard was studying me now.

‘I watch. I can see where a fox has been, or when a cat’s on the hunt. Or when a storm might have washed up a young seabird, or an old or sick one. I look for the signs ...’ I gestured with my hands as if to show exactly where the fallen creatures could be found, trying to cover the shyness that was washing over me as I revealed my strange talent.

‘How d’you learn to see like that?’ I believe Richard was genuinely interested.

‘She’s always been like that,’ replied Martin. ‘Always looking into things – small things, growing things, dead things.’ Martin, being more practical than me, had always thought this was a bit weird, and he enjoyed teasing me about my animal hospital. That’s what big brothers do. But I knew he loved me so I didn’t usually mind. ‘She’ll study a blade of grass for ages, as if it were the most interesting thing in the world, won’t you, Nita.’

‘No,’ I replied in a tone that suggested Martin had just said something really stupid. I didn’t want Richard to think I was weird.

‘I think it’s great you’re so observant,’ said Richard, coming to my rescue. ‘I never notice things like that, but I listen. Any old noise can be music if you listen right. Like that lawn mower – hear how it harmonises with the traffic on the seafront – and the gulls.’

‘Oh, that’s lovely. I never thought of it that way.’ I wanted him to know I was impressed. 

I returned to the cat and mouse theme. ‘You know when a cat’s trailing a mouse or a bird because its tail curls to the side – like a tongue, licking its lips – and it crouches down, like this, watching.’ I demonstrated. They laughed. I pounced and Martin fell back, landing on the grass, pretending to be dead. We had always played games like this but suddenly I felt embarrassed that I had let Richard see our childhood game. I wanted him to think I was quite grown up.

The next time he came to our house he brought a small woodcarving of Tom with his wings spreading, as if ready to fly. They reminded me of Richard’s arms gesturing as he talked. Maybe it was not an embrace but a flight they were about to make. He gave me the little carving of Tom, which was just as well, as Tom died the very next day. I was glad to have him immortalised in wood and placed the carving underneath the beech tree, over the buried corpse.

The first time he held my hand we were on St Mary’s Island looking for crabs. We wouldn’t catch them. I just wanted to show Richard how many different kinds you could find amongst the rocks. Our faces were reflected, side-by-side, in the clear water of a pool, against a background of pale brown and barnacled rock and a sky littered with frothy white clouds. My long red hair and translucent skin floated there, next to his dark waves and sun-browned face. He took hold of my hand and pulled me to my feet. We stood looking into each other’s eyes for a long while. I thought he might kiss me, but that came later. 

‘Come on, race you.’ Laughing, he pulled me after him as we leapt from rock to rock, over the pools of captured sea water. My feet were light and skimmed over the rocky surface. With the force of his movement carrying me along, I was flying through the air. 

‘I’m flying, I’m flying,’ I called to the back of his tousled dark head. Then of course I tripped and came crashing down on my elbow and knees, right in the middle of a pool. It hurt. I laughed and I cried, but I cried mostly out of joy. I felt happy – happier than I remembered ever feeling.

He took me to see Love Story. It was so sad but so utterly romantic – the girl dies and leaves the boy broken-hearted but you can see he’s made a better person by it. He’s left solitary, serious, and very mysterious in his grieving. I didn’t question the romance of the story. I lived in a glow of love that turned everything golden, and even grief was uplifted by it.

This love was different from what I felt with my father and Martin. The love we shared was always merged with grief. We lived in a small triangle of pain. Nobody had been able to pierce this tight knot we three were tied in, not even Nancy. But now Richard had come along and I felt the grip of it loosening each time he looked into my eyes or opened his arms to hold me.

The blue canoe was small, but just big enough for the two of us. I was still quite skinny, though I was filling out into slender curves. I knew Richard liked how I was. I could tell from the way he looked at me – for a long time, taking me in, really seeing me.

He sat behind with his legs wrapped around me. His thighs pressed tightly against my hips in the narrow space. At first I felt nervous of this closeness, but soon began to relax into it. I felt held. A sweet sensation spread out from my squeezed hips. Sea spray and sunlight bathed my face as I tilted my head back. I felt his nose trace down the bones of my spine. His lips touched my shoulder blades.

We glided smoothly through the waves, ribbons of glittering white against the blue. My hands gripped the wooden paddle and his hands were over mine, doing most of the work. A constant dip and rise as the waves rolled gently past us with a continuous swishing sound – I imagined Richard was listening to the music they made. The sky was clear and bright.

Out beyond the breakers there was just a soft swell lifting and lowering the canoe, and the two of us gripped tightly as we leaned together into the tug and release of the paddle. We kept going, further out into the open sea. Further than I had gone before. The sweetness surged through my body each time he came in closer, pressing his chest against my back as we gathered water into the cups of the paddle. Tilting side to side – left to right to left. I dared to lean into him as we churned the water behind us and glided through. 

But this heaven was not to last. Without warning the weather changed. A bank of heavy cloud was rolling swiftly down from the north and the wind began to gust and swipe. It happened so abruptly. I began to panic when I saw how far out we had come.

‘We’ve got to get back,’ I shouted, but Richard was already turning the canoe around and paddling with all his strength.

The tide was going out so we got no help there, no easy ride back to the shore.

‘We won’t make it!’ I cried, seeing how little progress we were making. The wind was whipping up around us and rocking our tiny boat. Choppy waves splashed over the sides and soaked us. Now it seemed that the dark heaps of cloud surged in from all sides, pummelled by the crushing wind. As the clouds covered the sun, the sea quickly turned from summer blue to steely grey and menacing.

‘Course we will. It’s okay, Nita. Here, put your hands on top of mine. I can pull better that way.’ I could feel the muscles of his body, behind me, all around me, straining against the mass of sea that lay between us and the land.

I was scared. Strength was draining from my arms and legs. But I did as he said and tried to add my drop of strength to his. I tried not to think about how deep the ocean was beneath us. 

Just as the rain began to fall in sheets, we reached the beach.

‘Are you alright?’ he asked as he wrapped his arms around me. I was shaking. He held me so tight I could hardly breathe.

‘Yes, I’m okay.’ I shivered as I thought about what might have happened. But I felt safe now. I was absorbing his strength, his courage, through my drenched skin. As long as Richard was by my side all would be well.

I didn’t tell my father or Nancy. They were not totally accepting of Richard and if they knew what had happened, I was sure they would try to stop me seeing him. My father thought he was a bit rough, not from the right background – not good enough for my daughter – he didn’t exactly say this but I knew he was thinking it. But he didn’t know how kind and gentle Richard could be. He always asked how I was, what I wanted to do. I felt so cared for. And he told me he loved me. No-one had ever said that to me before, not directly, the way Richard did – I love you, Nita. 

It was evening and we were back at my house. I was not allowed to take him into my bedroom – not unless Martin was there too – so we sat on the small landing at the bottom of the stairs, leaning against the wall with our legs entwined. Conversation had slowed down and we were both in a reflective mood.

‘Weren’t you scared?’

Richard leaned his head on one side and thought for a moment. I wanted him to be honest, not just full of empty bravado like most of the boys I knew.

‘Yeah, for a moment. But once I was rowing hard, I guess I didn’t think about anything else.’

‘You’re lucky. I was scared stiff.’

He gripped my hand in that rough and earnest way he had. ‘Sorry I got you into that. But I wouldn’t have let anything happen to you. We were okay, really.’

‘I know.’ I believed him. We sat quietly for a while.

‘My dad would be mad if he knew. He’s so protective of me.’

‘Well, I’ve got some competition then! I guess he won’t let you go without a fight.’

‘He treats me like a porcelain vase – something fragile that might fall over and break. He tries to hang onto me and stop me doing risky things.’ I was holding my breath, remembering the constriction of my father’s love. ‘But I’ve never let that stop me, not really,’ I added, and my breath flowed out again.

‘Why’s he so protective, d’you think?’

‘My mother, I guess. She died in an accident. I was just two.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry Nita. That must’ve been awful for you.’

‘Yes. I can’t remember her though. It’s hard to miss what you’ve never known, I suppose. I do miss her but I’m never sure what it is I’ve lost, what it’s like to have a mother.’

‘How did you manage without her?’

‘Well, Martin I suppose. He always tried to look after me, in his own sweet, clumsy way.’

‘Ah, so he’s the real competition!’ exclaimed Richard. He was joking of course. No-one could compete with him in my eyes.

‘What about your parents? You’ve not said much about them.’

He looked up to the ceiling then down to the floor, exhaled deeply. ‘Not much to say.’

‘Come on, I want to know. What are they like?’ I insisted.

‘They’re from Ireland – Londonderry. Came here when I was young, my two brothers not yet born. Grandparents and all. My dad worked in the shipyards but he drank – lost his job in the end.’ He stopped speaking and I saw the muscles around his jaw clenching. I saw the struggle in him. ‘I’m Irish really, but I’ve grown up here and I feel more English I suppose.’

‘You don’t sound very Irish.’

‘No. My parents do though. They’re Irish through and through. They seem to be half-proud, half-embarrassed by it. My mam works to support us ’cos my dad’s on the dole half the time.’ I saw the jaw muscles tighten again and he clenched his right fist. ‘I’m not going to end up like him.’

‘Course you’re not. I know you’re not like that.’ I took his hand, leant forward and kissed his fingertips, stroked the smooth pads where his guitar strings had worn down the tiny ridges. ‘You’ll be something great. You can be whatever you want to be.’

‘I want to be a musician – that’s what I really want.’

‘You are a musician, a really good one!’ 

‘I’m applying for music college next year – just in case the band doesn’t work out.’

After a moment’s thought I asked him, ‘Do you love your mother?’

‘Suppose so. I never really thought about it. She was just – always there – y’know. She works hard – holds us all together.’

We sat quietly for a while, studying our hands as we twined our fingers together. He was tapping out a rhythm with his foot against mine, then began to hum a tune, a beautiful lament. It soared and wavered and fell in heart-rending crescendos of sorrow, finally coming to rest in an exquisite D minor descent. He told me it was D minor – I didn’t know that myself.

‘That’s beautiful.’

‘An Irish love song.’

‘A sad one.’

‘Yes. Irish love songs always seem full of sadness.’

‘D’you believe in God?’ I had no idea that question was going to come out, but there it was, glittering like the pearly gates themselves. An invitation for us to enter.

‘In a way – sort of. Not the bearded old man in heaven that my mam believes in. But I’m sure there’s something – I mean, something more than what we can see and hear. I believe in something...’

‘Me too. Not the God I was taught about as a child. But maybe something more like energy...’

‘Something universal, everywhere...’

‘Yes. In the animals and birds, and the sea, and out in space too...’ 

‘And in music, in that song...’

‘Yes, in the song. Or in a painting perhaps. An experience, a feeling, somewhere inside us, not God like a person up there, above us.’ I was struggling now. ‘My dad’s an atheist. That’s a kind of religion for him, something to believe in, to hold onto – a certainty.’

‘My mam’s a Protestant – she’s certain they have the only true God.’ He frowns. ‘We can’t really know. We can’t really be certain of what’s there, can we?’

‘I wish we could. I want to know, to feel sure.’ 

He looked into my eyes, brushing my cheek with the back of his fingers so that my skin tingled and a ripple of pleasure fizzed through me. ‘We can be sure of this,’ he said.

And I knew he was right. Finally, I had something in my life that was mine, and certain, and beautiful, and not full of old grief like my sad family home had always been.

We were diving in, faster and deeper. His mother said, ‘You’re living in each other’s pockets. You’ll regret it one day.’ But I didn’t care. I wasn’t afraid. And I didn’t regret a day of it. 

My father said I was too young to get this serious about a boy. I should look around a bit, take my time, enjoy myself while I was young. But I was enjoying myself, so very much. 

When Richard wrote his first love song for me, I knew I had found my soulmate. I showed him how to paint with oils and where to look for wounded birds. He gave me woodcarvings of each small creature I rescued. I loved Tom, Richard’s first gift, the best.

And this is how it all began.

​Two

London – 1981

The film was disappointing and I can feel Eddie’s irritation growing, like a nasty itch beneath my skin, all along the arm I have hooked through his. We don’t speak as we walk home through the dreary rain. It falls silently, a continuous vertical sheet of wetness, not heavy or light, just uniform and without character. It seems it has been falling forever and will continue to do so.

It’s twelve years since I met Richard, and yet it all still feels so present. As if he walks beside me, like a shadow, his arm reaching out to wrap tenderly around my shoulder even as I struggle to keep up with Eddie’s long stride. I can’t help but compare them at moments like this. Richard would always shorten his step to match mine so that we walked in rhyme, our bodies hugging close, swaying together like one.

Two cars speed by in a futile race that it’s clear neither can win, as the red lights at the end of the road will stop them regardless. They screech past, one swerving dangerously close to the kerb and soaking my legs with the washed-up grease of London’s Friday night streets. Some men walk on the kerb side of the pavement to protect their woman from the road, but not Eddie. If you want to be a feminist, you have to pay the price, he tells me. Fair enough. The price of freedom and equality. Except that I feel neither free nor equal with Eddie. Mostly I feel bullied and helplessly bound. 

Why do I keep choosing men who will hurt me? I can’t even call this a relationship – it’s more like an addiction. I have a suspicion I will spoil anything that feels good and clean and right, so I keep seeking the bad, the seedy side of life. As if I want to destroy myself, seeking oblivion in the arms of an abusive man. 

It’s not that Eddie beats me – unless you count the way he clips my arm when he’s irritated with me – but he will lash out with cruel words that cut right to my core.

We arrive at the grand entrance to his mansion block, its solid walls like castle turrets. Thick stonework surrounding the doorway gleams creamy white in the wet glare of a streetlight. He unlocks the door, banging its heavy weight against the wall as he shoulders it open, and we enter the brightly lit lobby. Even at midnight the elegant carpeted hallway looks ready for business. An enormous vase of white silk lilies sits on a polished table. You would be forgiven for thinking this is a place of respectability and decorum.

Once upstairs in the safe enclosure of his generously insulated apartment, Eddie throws his wet coat against the coat-stand, letting it fall in a heap on the floor, and kicks off his shoes. I hang my coat up and peel off my boots, my favourite pink leather boots, soaked through. My feet leave damp prints on the finely sanded wood as I pad after him into the lounge.

He drapes himself across a chair, one leg over its arm and the other foot resting on the coffee table. If only he wasn’t so damned good-looking, with his dark hair quiffed back and mouth set in a brooding pout. He has a strong jawline, olive coloured skin and thick black eyebrows that run straight until they dip at a cute angle, just above the outer edge of his eyes. His dark brown eyes look almost black, as pupil spills out into iris. Not like the darkness of Richard’s eyes that invited me in – a strange light emanates from Eddie’s that seems to threaten. He is gorgeous though, I can’t deny it, and he knows it too. A boy with a teasing smile, a wicked ‘come and get some fun’ twinkle in his eyes. 

‘Well, that was a fucking waste of an evening.’

‘It wasn’t a great film, but...’ I want him to say something nice about spending the evening with me, at least. These days we don’t see much of each other.

‘Like hell it wasn’t. What did you suggest it for?’

‘Come on, Eddie, it’s not my fault. Time Out gave it a good review, so I thought...’

‘Time Out! You artists think that’s the Bible, I suppose.’

‘No, but they usually give you a good sense of...’

‘Bullshit. They know less about film than you do.’

I wish I could take my eyes off him – his thighs squeezed into tight denim jeans, torn and frayed across the knees, but not from years of hard wear – he bought them like that at a trendy shop on the King’s Road. The expensive black leather belt really is worn and faded, as if it were the only one he possessed and had been holding up his jeans for decades. The black linen shirt is ambiguously stylish – it could almost go unnoticed, nothing special, but on closer inspection there’s an understated quality to the material and design.

Everything about Eddie pretends to be something it is not. He’s a rich boy pretending to be poor. A rough diamond set in the luxury of this Marylebone apartment, at Daddy’s expense. I’m between acting jobs he told me when we first met. It seems to be a more-or-less permanent position.

‘I know as much about film as you do. We just have different tastes.’ It’s hard not to engage with his provocation. That is what he wants, of course. He’ll start an argument just for the sake of it, taking whichever point of view opposes mine. I know it’s a game to him, but still it hurts. I’m ready for some cuddling up and try to diffuse the chill that has settled between us. ‘Anyway, we can do something nice over the weekend. D’you want to stay at my place tomorrow night, and on Sunday we can go...?’ 

He throws his head back against the chair and rolls his eyes, letting out a sigh that says ‘I’m bored with this and exasperated with you’. I perch on the arm of the chair and run my fingers through his fine black hair. He shakes my hand away. The movement shoots through my arm like a dart aimed right for my heart, and I shrink back.

The snuggly feeling I had a moment ago has gone. I cross the room and slump into an armchair by the fire, its marble surround white against the soot-blackened chimney, and stare into the empty grate. I can’t keep up the effort of trying to mend things between us, the pretence at lightness, at not caring when he slights me like this, just so that passion can flare again. I hug my knees up to my chest and bury my head behind a curtain of damp hair, wanting to cry but not wanting him to see that he has beaten me. My limbs lock into place, my bones rigid, like a strangely knotted sculpture that has been incongruously placed in a cream-coloured armchair. I feel trapped in the chair and in Eddie’s apartment. I wish I was at home in my bed but I cannot move. 

For a long while we endure an uncomfortable silence, broken only by the restless tapping of his foot against the table and the faint slush of cars passing along the wet street below. The room smells of nothing at all, not even cigarette smoke or furniture polish. Eddie’s cleaner comes on Fridays and knows to air the room thoroughly after her work is done. His apartment is the one thing in the world he truly takes care of – apart from his own appearance. Beneath the surface veneer of temporary untidiness lies an immaculate interior design in walnut, ivory and cream. Expensive rugs from somewhere far away are scattered over the original oak floorboards. Woodcarvings from Africa are aesthetically placed on shelves and coffee tables amidst his collection of unread collectors’ books and exotica from Asia.

‘Jesus, stop sulking, will you!’ His voice finally cracks the silence open and I begin to cry. ‘Oh, Christ, what now?’ he mutters.

I sniff into my sleeve and look at him through dishevelled hair. He kicks his feet off the table and lopes over to me.

‘Look, honey, I just don’t want to be wasting my time watching boring arty films at the ICA, that’s all.’ He tries to take hold of my hand but I pull it away. ‘Come on, give me a hug.’ 

My breath tightens in my chest. I try to back away from him, from the stale scent of designer aftershave and a strong dose of washing powder that clings to his shirt, but he’s up close now and I have nowhere to go. He is insistent and draws my hand out from the folds of my skirt.

‘But you don’t have to take it out on me like this.’

‘Jesus, you’re so damned sensitive. I can express an opinion if I want.’ He drops my hand and stands up, cracks his knuckles and twines them over his head as he looks about the room. ‘I don’t have to like everything you like. And no, I don’t want to stay at your place tomorrow.’

‘So that’s that,’ I declare, as if something had actually been decided. My energy is returning and I feel angry – not so much at Eddie as with myself. I am a fool to let myself be toyed with, picked up and dropped, seduced then pushed away again. I lose myself in these games. I forget who I am.

‘That’s what?’

I stare at him, uncertain, suddenly afraid – of his height towering over me, of his proximity, the raw muscularity of his body, the attraction he has over me. In my confusion I begin to cry again.

Eddie kneels down beside me and takes my hands in his. They feel warm and strong. I long to surrender. His eyes seem kind now as he looks into mine and runs his fingers over my teary cheek.

‘Sorry,’ he says.

‘Okay.’ And that might have been the end of it but somehow I get started again. ‘Why don’t you want to stay at my house? You never come over anymore.’ I squeeze his hands and look up at him, hoping that some honest talking will repair the wedge of misunderstanding and reproach that has come between us, yet again. He averts his gaze. He can only look into my eyes if he feels in control of the situation, of me.

He sighs. ‘Because your house is a dump. It’s cold and damp and it’s full of crap paintings that give me the creeps. Now will you stop getting at me?’

I have to defend my beautiful home. ‘It is not a dump! And the paintings are from our exhibition – you know that, Eddie. I don’t mind if you don’t like them, but why are you making a big deal out of it now?’ I clench my fists and bring them down hard on the arms of the chair. ‘You didn’t complain when you were at the opening, drinking all our wine.’

‘Ah, so I was drunk, was I?’ He pulls himself upright and is now looking at me directly, as if I have offered a challenge worth taking up. 

‘I didn’t say that.’ I can see where this is going but feel unable to stop it. Like approaching a high brick wall in a car without brakes. I want to go home. We have been here so many pointless times before.

‘But you thought it.’

‘Don’t tell me what I thought! Don’t ever do that!’ I shout, angry but dangerously close to tears again. He likes bringing me to the brink of tears so that he can act sweet and kind, seduce me into feeling grateful to him. I don’t want to go there again. God, what have I got myself into, thinking I could love this man? 

‘Listen, honey, you don’t know what you’re thinking half the time. Maybe someone’s got to tell you.’ He brings his face close to mine and I think he might kiss me but instead he puckers his lips as if I were the taste of bitter lemons. There’s a glint in his eye that scares me.

‘Then don’t come over. I don’t care.’ I turn away. I want to leave the room, and clamber out of the armchair, but he catches my wrist as I try to head for the door.

‘So – what? You’ve got someone else lined up? That creep Jake perhaps?’ He raises his eyebrows, sucks his cheeks in and pulls a long face. ‘He is a creep, isn’t he?’ Eddie’s eyes narrow menacingly.

‘He’s my friend. Don’t call him names.’

‘Don’t call him names,’ he mimics.

‘God, I hate you! Let go of my arm. I don’t know why I’m here with you anyway. I’m going – for good, Eddie.’ I try to tug my arm free.

‘You’re here because you just can’t resist me, because I give you a bloody good fuck.’ He is looking directly into my eyes. He feels in control again.

I am furious. CAD. Now I know what that means – charming when he wants to be, but cruel and deceitful – cool, arrogant, dashing – deadly – dangerous. I don’t think the Bronte sisters ever spelt it out, but here he is, the perfect CAD. I have no reply to his last statement. I just stare at him. It’s true. Sex with Eddie is amazing. But the lack of tender words that go with it is equally stunning. I have to take the punishment if I want the prize.

He is suddenly bored with taunting me. Dropping my arm, he saunters into the kitchen to get a beer.

This is my chance. I have a few seconds to choose to end this, for good. Or to stay quiet, keep out of his range for a while, then lose myself in a night of passion, in the grip of my demon-lover.

I flee the apartment without saying goodbye, grabbing my wet coat and boots and not stopping to put them on until I am in the ground floor lobby. I hope never to see him again.

Sometime early in the morning a knock on my bedroom door half wakes me. He comes straight in, not waiting to be invited. ‘Go away,’ I groan, pulling the covers over my head, and turning my back to him.

Lying down beside me on the bed, he wraps his arms around me and begins to nibble my ear.

‘Morning, sweetie. I missed you all night,’ he says. As if nothing had happened. As if he hasn’t realised I have left him. For good, this time.

‘Go away, Eddie,’ I mutter, trying to wriggle free of his grip. It isn’t an embrace – it’s a desperate clinging on. His arms and legs close around me and lock on like a vice. He’s as addicted to this dysfunction as I am.

‘Oh baby, don’t send me away,’ he coos. ‘I’d be so sad.’ He heaves his weight on top of me, drawing his elbows and knees close to my sides. The blankets stretch tightly over me and between us, pinning me down. He finds my face, buried in the pillows, and begins to kiss me. I can’t avoid the fervent lips, the alcohol-laced breath, the hard bulge of him coming between my legs, through the blankets. I gasp. Eddie whips the blankets off me and slides up inside my nightshirt, into me. I am utterly powerless to resist him. There is nothing romantic about our union. Just good, raw sex.

He is still sleeping when I wake again. Late morning light filters through the pale blue curtains and ripples over his face. Like a face beneath the water. He looks beautiful, shrouded in sleep and returned to innocence. For a moment it’s Richard’s face I see there, submerged, the waves rippling over him. His young face is fresh and clear, free from the scars that the years inevitably bring, his spirit unsullied. 

Eddie stirs and mumbles in his sleep. Could my lovely Richard have grown into such an arrogant young man if life had roughed him over? Probably not. Eddie’s arrogance is astounding, infinite, radiant. If it were a virtue, then he would surely be a saint. Saint Eddie. No, I don’t think so.

He’s the only son of a wealthy family, not quite aristocratic, but on the way there. His father is aiming for a peerage by skulking around the higher echelons of parliamentary society. What he actually does, I have no idea, but he seems to have had something to do with getting Margaret Thatcher elected. Eddie went to Eton but was ‘moved on’ after a couple of years – a rare occurrence, it seems, to throw away such privilege. He behaves rough and dirty – his way of rebelling against his father no doubt. At first I thought I could love him back to his true and charming self, do for him what I have not been able to do for myself – heal the pain inside, banish the cancer that has corrupted him. Fill his empty, broken heart and make him love me. I failed, again and again, yet I feel bound to keep trying.

He half wakes and sleepily rolls into my arms. We make love again. Slowly, gently, deeply this time. For a moment I believe he really loves me. But soon he wakes out of his dream world and it all begins over again.

‘You know, Nita, I don’t think this is working – between us, I mean.’ He picks up the clothes that are strewn around my room and begins to get dressed.

‘It’s difficult at times, I know. Shall we talk about what happened last night? I’m sure we can work it out.’

‘I don’t see the point in talking about it. I just don’t think it’s happening anymore.’ Something inside me stops still, freezes like a winter stream halted in its downward course. ‘It’s you. You’re not all there half the time. Just half alive.’

I can’t think what to say. I feel cut to the core. Found out. A wave of shame sweeps through me and gouges a hole right beneath my heart. It’s all my fault because there is something wrong with me. I know it. He knows it. I hadn’t known he could see me like this. I thought I’d hidden my empty self well enough, played the game. I feel truly caught out.

‘I think we should end it. There’s no point in going on.’ He sits on the end of my bed with his head hanging down, the black linen shirt not yet buttoned up, his hair already perfectly in place.

He is finishing with me. He has never done this before, and I know he means it. I feel too shocked and upset to argue. Perhaps I could have persuaded him to stay but, truly, I know he’s right – there’s no point in going on. But so bluntly, so unexpectedly. And after we have just made love so sweetly. It’s not fair. It was always meant to be me who would walk out, one day, when I was ready to, not him who would leave me. 

I sit in bed with the blankets pulled up to my chin, staring blankly through the curtained window. Eddie picks up the rest of his belongings and leaves the room. It really is over.

By twelve o’clock I’ve cried the morning away and still can’t find the courage to face the day. It’s Emms who eventually knocks on my door.

‘Are you okay, Nita? Can I come in?’ She takes my lack of audible response as a yes.

‘Hey, what’s up? You look dreadful. Did you and Eddie have a row or something?’

‘He finished with me. Got up, said it was over, and left. Just like that. As if he was talking to himself. No discussion, nothing.’

Emms puts an arm round my shoulder and strokes my hair, like a mother might do. ‘I’m sorry. You poor thing, dumped by that...’ She stops herself but I know what she was about to say. She makes no secret of what she thinks of Eddie. That just makes me more miserable and another torrent of tears erupts. To be dumped by a bastard like Eddie makes me a complete fool, the worst kind of woman imaginable.

‘Jesus, I’m a mess. I couldn’t even leave him. Had to wait till he tossed me away, like a used-up rag.’

‘Don’t blame yourself, Nita. It’s not your fault.’

‘It’s always my fault,’ I blurt out angrily.

‘Don’t start that again. I won’t listen to it,’ says sensible Emms. ‘Get up and have a warm bath, put on your nicest clothes, and we’ll go to the Patisserie Valerie for cappuccino and cake.’ Coffee and cake at the Patisserie Valerie is our wicked treat, the solution to all our miseries. It has pulled us both through many a heartbreak.

‘Thanks Emms, but I don’t think I can face going into town today.’

‘Okay, then we’ll just go to Jo’s.’ She is stubborn but I am more so. I need to be alone, to wallow in this mire of self-pity for a while longer, sliding dangerously close to depression. Strange how that pull is stronger than the sweet comforts of the Patisserie, like a familiar friend whose company I can sink into without effort. And stay there for days. Emms gives up trying. She knows me in these moods, realises there is nothing she can do to coax me back to the world of the living. At least she has initiated the move from bed to bathroom, then into the scruffiest jeans and sweatshirt I possess. But still I can’t muster the energy to go downstairs and begin my day. 

I sit on the bed staring at the familiar world that has been my haven for the past six years, my attic room painted in shades of pale azure. It reminds me of home on a summer’s afternoon when the sky is a hazy blue and the sea a shimmering web of subtle hues. Almost hidden in a corner is the blue embroidered cushion. The lilac envelope tied with its faded red ribbon lies there beside photographs of Richard, my father, and the picture of my mother looking like a film-star – the one my father used to keep on his desk. My dusty altar to the past. 

The memory of Richard has become a shrine at the heart of my being. I have to pass through it to find myself, and I do this daily – through the gates of sorrow. And always behind Richard come my mother and father. I have told my new friends little about my old life. I will let them think this current misery is due to Eddie, but I know it isn’t really about him.

To survive life in London, at art college, I had to put these relics aside – not forgotten but tucked away in the corner of my room. The emotions that still churn about them – like a restless subterranean sea around a hard and stubborn rock – have been relegated to a distant recess of my mind too. I work hard to keep them there, behind a brittle but thin and fragile veil. But with so much of myself in hiding, held at bay, it’s hard to move forward into my life wholeheartedly, sure-footedly, with confidence. 

Now Eddie has torn the veil and the old feelings are threatening to erupt again. I struggle to hold myself together, feel the familiar tightening in my chest, the ringing in my ears. A heavy weight drags from my heart down to my belly – a feeling of dread, the anticipation of impending disaster. 

Slowly I stir myself and prepare to go outside. My eyes are red and puffy so I put on a pair of sunglasses, turn up the collar of my coat, and step out into the street. The sun glares down at me, highlighting my shame. I walk quickly towards Regent’s Park, running over the red light by the entrance to the zoo, not daring to stop in case I unravel right there in the road. In the park, behind the railings of the zoo, a beautiful silvery grey wolf stretches out in the midday sun, safely captured behind the double fence that keeps her wild world separate from mine. She ignores me as I walk past.

Down the wide avenue of chestnut and plane trees, round the Rose Garden, to the lakes and over the rocky hill where the fake waterfall begins its descent. I find a bench beneath the shade of the trees, hidden from the main pathways, and slump down wearily. My right hand clutches Tom’s small body – my wooden friend who lives stiffly in my coat pocket. 

I begin to breathe more freely as I sit in the cool shade, my fingers tracing over the tiny ridges made by Richard’s knife. I can feel the warmth of his strong hands at work, imagine the muscles tensing in his forearm as he chips away to create Tom’s perfect form. Finally tears flow – the quiet tears of the heart – as I connect to the real source of my anguish. Eddie has been a distraction, a mistake, a false turn on a road of never-ending false turns. He has been a punishment, a perverse kind of justice. Truly, I am relieved he is gone from my life, but his absence leaves me exposed to the rawness of loss again. I take Tom out of his pocket-home and hold him to my cheek for a moment. A blackbird hops by and cocks his head up at me, as if curious at the sudden appearance of a wooden sparrow. Does the blackbird recognise the life that is still beating in Tom’s breast?

My mind begins to unwind, back to when it started – the turning away from innocence, from real love, from men like Richard. The moment when my life was split in two – the life before, and the life after. I was just seventeen and still naïve enough to hope.

​Three

The north-east – 1970

I hadn’t meant to spoil things. But I did. Richard’s band was playing at the Highcliffe and we were euphoric, convinced this gig meant they had made it. I’d been dancing all night with Lucy and Sara. I only meant to sit out for a few moments to catch my breath.

‘Hi there. Want a drink?’ a voice shouted in my ear over the pound of the music. I turned to see a young man looking at me with a serious expression on his thin and angular face. He wore a black beret and dark polo neck sweater – a little out of place here but I was intrigued. A Beatnik. They were cool. They liked poetry, jazz and were anarchists.

He bought me a drink and we found a quiet corner where we could talk. His name was Mark. He was quite a bit older than me – a photographer with a studio in the city. I hadn’t seen him here before. 

Mark seemed exciting, grown up, a real artist, and I felt flattered that he was paying attention to me. Richard had seen us together, through the flashing red and green lights that spun around the crowded hall. 

A few days later a friend told Richard I had been at the Rendezvous Café with Mark. We had met one morning for a coffee. It wasn’t a real date. No further plans had been made and I doubted I would see him again, but Richard was jealous. 

‘What’s his name?’ he asked, when we met the next evening.

‘Mark.’

‘Tim saw you with him at the Rendezous yesterday.’

‘We just met for coffee. It doesn’t mean anything.’ I felt caught out. I hadn’t seen Tim there.

‘You were talking with him all night at the dance.’

‘We were just talking, that’s all. I’m telling you, it was nothing special.’

‘Nothing special! It didn’t look that way. Everyone saw you with him. He just about had his hands all over you.’

‘No he didn’t! I did nothing wrong Richard. You were playing and he came to talk with me. That’s all.’

‘So who is he, then?’

‘He’s a photographer. Has a studio in Newcastle, if you must know.’

‘Oh, I see. So he thinks he’s better than everyone else, I suppose.’

‘Of course he doesn’t. Why on earth do you say that?’

‘Because he was acting as if he did – swanning around like he thought he was so smart.’

‘Richard, why are you being so nasty about it? He just bought me a drink and we talked!’ I shouted, angry now. I had never seen Richard like this and I didn’t like it.

‘A few drinks! Then he took you out yesterday. How do I know what you got up to?’

And so it went on, until Richard got really angry and I felt very guilty. It was the first big row we had had during our whole wonderful, baffling, magical year together.

‘I don’t think you should come on the holiday. If I can’t trust you, Nita... I’m not sharing you with some upstart artist from the city. I mean it.’

I had no defence left. I was in the wrong and I was being excluded from his world. ‘Alright. I didn’t want to go anyway,’ I retorted, trying to salvage something of my pride. ‘And he’s not an upstart. He’s a professional photographer.’

Lucy and Sara went with Richard and his two friends on the holiday we had planned in Amble. I stayed at home.

When I told Nancy she said, ‘Oh, I’m sorry. But you’ll get over him in time.’ When I told my father he said, ‘Never mind, Anita. You’ll find someone else.’ I knew he meant, ‘someone better’.

I closed my brand-new red-leather record player, careful not to jump the needle, and threw myself onto the bed. Four more weeks before school began. I stretched out, tapping my bare feet in time with the music – Marvin Gaye was about to lose his mind. I had just recovered mine after an agonising week without Richard.

A light breeze was blowing from the sea, ruffling the birds’ feathers that stood in a vase by the open window. Their shadow rippled across a painting on the wall at the foot of my bed – a barren landscape, a solitary charred tree against a red sunset sky. It was my depiction of the nuclear holocaust. The threat of annihilation – that life could be suddenly and incontrovertibly no more – was both a terror and a fascination to my teenage mind. My painting was an attempt to exorcise the ghost that haunted my youth.

But today the warmth and bright sunlight of early August had dispersed these shadows, for now at least. I felt happy. The scent of roses drifted in through the window with the soft sea breeze and my heart lifted with each beat. In my mind I had resolved the argument and was sure all would be well. I desperately wanted it to be well. I didn’t want to lose Richard.

I picked up the book that lay open on the dressing table but couldn’t concentrate. Out of the window a crisp blue sky was studded with those fluffy white clouds that shape-shift into old weathered faces, dogs and dragons. The square of sea I could glimpse between the houses on the front sparkled sapphire blue and inviting. I put down Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience – summer reading could wait – and lay back with my hands clasped behind my head, letting my mind flow into the music.

Downstairs the phone rang, then a moment later Nancy’s voice called, ‘Anita, it’s for you. It’s Lucy.’

I swung my legs over the side of the bed, tugging my mini-skirt back into place, and jumped up, eager to hear from Lucy. As I bound down the stairs, my hair, meticulously straightened through the use of various night-time aids, flew out at all angles. I skimmed the last two steps and took the phone from Nancy.

After years of resistance I had finally surrendered, albeit reluctantly, to the use of her name in place of my rather sarcastic, ‘Yes Ma’am’. Accepting Nancy into my life and into our home had not been an easy journey but we had found a place of tentative equilibrium, a fragile truce.

‘Hi Lucy. How was the holiday? You’re back early,’ I chirped. ‘Are the others back too?’

‘Haven’t you heard?’ Lucy’s voice was faint and small. It sounded strangely hollow, like an echo flying back along a grey metallic tunnel.

A long silence. A stillness seeped into my body and chilled my bones. I wanted the conversation to stop here. I wanted life to stop here, just at this very moment, with Marvin Gaye singing in the background, Blake’s Songs of Innocence, and a fluffy white dragon sailing through a crystal-blue sky. The air tightened around me like a web of fine metal thread.

I held the receiver a few inches from my ear, as if the space could slow down the movement of information from Lucy’s voice to my cascading mind.

‘What is it?’ Nancy looked at me, lines puckering her forehead into a deep knot. I had crystallised, like the blue sky. I had frozen, like a drop of moisture falling to earth, turning to ice as it descended through the cold layers of space. I landed, a pale, motionless creature, at the foot of the stairs, a telephone receiver held limply in my right hand.

‘Richard is dead,’ I whispered. 

I saw panic in Nancy’s eyes. She stepped close and held me. I could feel her heart racing. Mine had stopped. 

‘You must cry,’ she fumbled. ‘It’s good to cry.’ But her gesture of comfort couldn’t help me in that terrible moment. I couldn’t shed a single tear. Like beads of ice in my blood, they pummelled against the walls of my frozen heart and couldn’t escape.

My father was in the lounge, standing by the far wall and staring at me. I longed to feel his strong arms around me but he was retreating into the distance, merging into the wallpaper, disappearing like a ghost, a wisp of smoke. 

Richard was dead. My lovely Richard, he had gone. Forever. No. It was not possible. It could not be.

With one long agonised cry, I clasped my arms around my body and sank to the ground.

2

The next four weeks were a void. My mind was a black landscape with no colour, no light. The light hurt my eyes. Thinking was just too painful. I tried to read but Virginia Wolf’s once insightful prose now felt trivial to my newly shattered heart.

The green couch that was tucked into the corner of my room became my refuge. I retreated into its hard comfort. During the long days I would lie with my head resting on the old cushion that had been my grandmother’s, or curl up around it, its softness pressing against my chest as if it could fill the chasm that had once been my heart. I buried my face into the faded blue cloth with its intricately embroidered design, cried into the web of worn threads. My grief felt eternal, like the silver, green and gold threads that wove, in an unbroken line, across the dusty cover.

I longed for my father’s warm chest to rest my head on, as I had done as a child when night dreams woke me and left me afraid of the dark. My father didn’t come. He lay in his bed in the room next door. I could hear him coughing, shuffling to the bathroom now and then. 

I descended into a deeper yearning. As the scent of jasmine and warm milk drifted through my memory, it was the soft flesh and the gentle embrace of my mother’s body that I longed to feel. Though I had no memory of her, there were times when no-one else could take her place. The longing for something that was not there was drawing me out of myself, unravelling my fragile hold. I was dissolving into space.

Richard had gone and he was not coming back. Against this cold fact everything else seemed unreal. I moved like a spectre through the haunted days. 

I remembered the day of his funeral – a few disconnected moments of it. The dark polished coffin passing in front of me, just inches away, as it was carried out of the church – I could have reached out to touch it but my fingers gripped the rail of the pew, knuckles turning white. A scream leapt into my throat and stuck there. My knees trembled and threatened to give way.

There was a moment of confusion outside the church as mourners were matched with cars to make the solemn journey from the big church to the little crematorium chapel. The sympathetic look in the eyes of the elderly couple who took Nancy and me as she explained – ‘She was a close friend of Richard’s’. A hushed silence followed. What was there to say anyway? A leaden weight had settled over every living thing. Life seemed to stop. 

I remembered nothing of the service at the crematorium, where Richard’s body would be turned to ashes. My next memory was of walking the short distance home from the cemetery ground, the young people up ahead – my friends and Richard’s, Martin, home early from his holiday in Spain – all talking in subdued tones. 

The adults walked behind, their voices reaching me as if through water, the submerged vowels reverberating slowly across the distance. ‘You can barely imagine...’ The voice of one mother trailed off.

‘Have you seen his parents?’ asked another.

‘Yes...completely devastated,’ answered a third. ‘But their friends and family are there...’

‘Terrible, terrible,’ muttered a fourth. ‘So young, such a waste of a young life. Nice that so many came to the service though.’

‘How is Anita coping?’ the first woman asked Nancy.

‘She’s taken it badly – in shock you know – but she’s young – she’ll get through it, in time.’ Nancy was trying to sound positive but it wasn’t very convincing. ‘Once she’s back at school, with things to take her mind off it all, I’m sure it will get easier.’

‘Poor girl. Should be thinking about her wedding, not going to funerals,’ the woman said. ‘It’s not right...’

They fell silent again. 

I walked alone. A wedding? This was my wedding, a marriage with death. My chest and throat felt painfully tight, the muscles clenched to hold my breath still.

No clouds scudded by that day. The air was a monotonous grey, braced by a faint whiff of sea salt. Although it was still August, autumn would soon be here, then winter. Last autumn Richard had walked beside me, the life pulsing through him. We often walked down the old railway track, talking and laughing. It seemed that every day the sun shone and fresh autumn winds blew, sharp and clean. 

Now he was nothing, nothing more than grey ash. Where did he go? The reality of him – his wavy brown hair and eyes that were full of light, the glistening muscles of his forearms, the easy swing of his legs as he ran?

In my mind’s eye he still lay on the seabed, gazing up at the sky through the depth of water that had pulled him down.
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