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Chapter 1


Jessica stood alone in the silent space, contemplating the Long Gallery in front of her – a beguiling, empty corridor of oak floorboards. She started to move, her roller-skates stiff and uneasy as they rumbled across the uneven wood. The growl of creaking ball-bearings drifted upwards, dissipating on its way to the arched ceiling until it was absorbed into the crumbling plasterwork.


     Patches of sunlight illuminated her progress as she swept past the tall windows, her fat black plaits flying out behind her. Doric columns framed the windows, their white marble grubby and chipped, while busts of assorted Caesars stood guard at regular intervals, looking down their imperial noses with disapproval. The walls were powder blue. Gold-edged rectangles framed large areas of blankness where there had once been pictures.


     Jessica Fontaine was seven years old, a sturdy, grounded-looking girl. Fat, according to her two boy cousins, bonny according to her distracted, unobservant mother. Her brown eyes, flickering with feverish excitement, were focused ahead of her for a change, shaken out of their normal downwards slant. Today she had to look where she was going.


     She almost laughed out loud. This was joy. Air rushed past her, a wind in her ears that banished the outside world. She was exhilarated by the freedom of her solitude. Her feet were setting a rhythm, arms and body moving in harmony, as she sped past fireplaces, ornate silver-edged mirrors, a plaster frieze depicting the siege of Troy, everything as it had always been, but now fleeting, tenuous, inconsequential.


     A few yards from the end, she realised that she didn’t know how to stop. The vast panelled door loomed ahead, approaching faster than she had expected. She put her feet together, hoping this might slow her down, then stretched her arms out as a collision became inevitable.


     Her hands slammed into the door but failed to stop the progress of the skates. Her feet kept moving until they could go no further, and she fell in a small heap, her bottom thumping heavily on to the floor and her hands stinging with pain.


     She sat there for some time, coming to terms with the abrupt cessation of speed and her aching body. But none of it cancelled out the experience of flying, the weightlessness, the liberation. Inside, she was still moving.


     ‘Jess!’


     It was her sister, Harriet, from somewhere inside the house, searching for her, as always.


     Jessica wished she could curl into an invisible hole, and remain separated. She wrapped her arms round her legs, dropped her head and rolled over on to one side. I’m tiny, she thought, non-existent. She pressed her eyes tightly together and saw kaleidoscope patterns in the darkness. Brilliant flecks of gold and red, swirling and throbbing inside her head.


     She was disturbed by shrieks of laughter outside the window.


     ‘It’s by the fountain,’ called a boy. ‘“Ding dong bell, Pussy’s in the well  . . .”’ She recognised the voice of Philip, her cousin.


     ‘No, it’s in the clock tower,’ shouted Colin, who always automatically argued with his brother.


     There were three cousins, the two boys and Judy, racing through the garden with children from the village, following a treasure hunt organised by Jessica’s mother.


     Jessica uncurled herself and crept over to the nearest window seat to peer out. She rubbed with her sleeve at a small, grimy pane of glass until it came clear, and then she could see them all, bounding across the courtyard, heading for the distant clock tower. Jessica knew they were going the wrong way because she’d seen the clues earlier, but they were enjoying themselves so much that accuracy was irrelevant.


     Her mother was with them, her miniskirt sliding up her legs, leading the crowd, laughing more than anyone else, not prepared to give anything away. She arranged a treasure hunt every Wednesday at two o’clock during the summer holidays for Harriet and Jessica, the cousins, their friends and anyone else who wanted to join in. They congregated by the lions on either side of the big wrought-iron gates. Jessica’s mother was always there, on time whatever the weather, dividing them into groups, handing out the first clue on little strips of paper. Each clue had been copied out several times the day before. Harriet usually helped, forming slow but accurate letters. Jessica dashed off a few if compelled to, but her mother complained that she wrote them too fast and they were unreadable. The standard of the clues varied from simple to impossibly obscure – to give everyone a chance, her mother said.


     The previous afternoon, they had prepared for today’s treasure hunt, sitting round the kitchen table with orange squash and flapjacks. Afternoon tea, their mother called it.


     ‘What does this say?’ said five-year-old Harriet, studying a list of clues.


     ‘Hoop-la,’ said Jessica.


     ‘Oh yes,’ said Harriet, as if she understood. She copied it on to a piece of paper in large wavering letters. ‘But what does the “la” bit mean?’


     ‘Nothing,’ said Jessica. ‘It’s to do with fairs. Where you throw the hoop over the prize you want.’


     ‘Oh,’ said Harriet. ‘So what does the clue mean? Where do you go?’


     ‘Somewhere on the croquet lawn. Obviously.’


     ‘Jess,’ said their mother. ‘Don’t be patronising. You don’t want Harriet to think she’s stupid.’


     ‘That’s right,’ said Harriet, and licked her pencil as she started on the next one.


     Their mother leafed through the book of quotations in front of her and wrinkled her nose, shutting her eyes as if she was smelling something delicious. ‘I love treasure hunts,’ she said.


     She had long, straight, honey-coloured hair down to her waist, which she tied into a single plait for most of the day. In the evening, after supper, when she and Jessica’s father settled down in the drawing room to watch television, she let it out and it swayed sleekly, dense and shiny, enveloping her shoulders in a silken shawl.


     Jessica watched her outside with the other children. Her mother liked to laugh a lot and wanted other people to laugh with her. The treasure was always a great disappointment to Jessica. It was usually only a few lollipops that had to be shared by everyone, but no one else seemed to mind. It was as if the real treasure was the hunt, the running, the fun.


     Jessica heard a noise behind her and turned round to see Harriet’s shiny black shoes placed neatly in front of the window seat.


     ‘There you are,’ said Harriet, her delicate, elfin features lit up with satisfaction.










Chapter 2


‘Hi, Jess,’ the email message reads, ‘I really need to see you. Can we meet in Birmingham City Centre? By the bull? Friday. 12.30. Andrew.’


     Why have I agreed to this?


     I suppose I just want to reassure myself that he’s still all right. Like checking up on a delinquent teenager who doesn’t have the skills to look after himself properly.


     His first email popped into my inbox a fortnight ago and caught me unawares. All casual and airy, like an old friend who’d lost touch.


     ‘How’s things? What are you doing with yourself now? Still driving the Mini, or have you advanced to more sophisticated levels? A Peugeot, perhaps? Or a Citrön? I saw in the Evening Mail that you and Mary are tickling the old ivories together. I hope they’re paying you.’


     It’s been seven years since I last saw or spoke to Andrew. I used to deliver Joel to his flat on alternate Sundays, passing him over with a sigh of relief, my mind already ahead of myself as I anticipated a glorious day of silence. But once he reached sixteen, I told Joel he had to make his own arrangements. So there’s been a good long recovery time. I’ve even taught myself not to think about him.


     Where did he get my email address? I can’t believe Mary would give it to him and I have the impression that he and Joel haven’t been in contact with each other for some time. But he’s devious. He can be very clever when he makes an effort.


     Apparently, he has a new job. He gets up very early in the morning, takes the bus to Northfield and sweeps up rubbish. He has a cart and large broom and he likes it. I suspect it appeals to his sense of importance. ‘Satisfying work,’ he told me in one email. ‘I’m a man of the people. None of your brain work needed. Just me and my broom.’


     The really surprising thing is that he’s been doing it for more than a month. There must have been hundreds of jobs since the last time I had contact with him, but I’m not tempted to ask for details. I prefer not to know.


     I should have ignored him. I can’t explain to myself why I replied, why we progressed into a light-hearted, witty repartee. It would be embarrassing to admit to anyone that I have any contact with him at all. My mother’s voice is in my head. ‘Are you mad?’


     ‘What does he want?’ my father would say. ‘Is he offering you some belated maintenance?’


     And Mary, even Mary would give me a look, although she wouldn’t be prepared to put anything into words.


 


 


I recognise him immediately as I approach the Bull Ring. He’s more seedy than he used to be. He looks like an expensive suit that’s never been pressed, gradually losing its sharpness, the pockets dropping, a button missing, the shape of his knees imprinted in the trousers. He has one of those baby faces that won’t age until he’s at least sixty. Paul McCartney looks. He could be going on tour with a rock band and still pulling in the crowds if he put his mind to it. But he would never do that. Putting his mind to it was something he abandoned when he was twenty.


     He’s shifting impatiently from foot to foot because there are too many people round him and he doesn’t want anyone to step on him. He doesn’t know how to weave and blend, how to move with the flow, how to let things go.


     He’s always cultivated a neglected look. I can imagine him standing in front of a large mirror in the flat I’ve never been inside – he will have plenty of mirrors – and admiring his dishevelment. ‘Yes,’ he’d say. ‘This would please my mother.’ Which, of course, it wouldn’t.


     It’s puzzling to me that I was ever drawn to Andrew. Those creases in his cheeks when he smiled played a significant part, I suppose, and his hair, which seemed so glamorous when I first met him. I don’t believe in blond men now. I always imagine an arrogance lurking beneath those shining curls, a cold ruthlessness concealed behind the gold veneer. I’m not impressed by aging rock singers.


     We don’t kiss, embrace, or give any sign that we know each other except a nod of recognition. All is as it should be. We head directly for the BHS cafeteria because not wasting money on unnecessary luxury is an ingrained habit for both of us. Not that it really matters to Andrew, since I’m sure I will be the one who ends up paying.


 


 


Andrew argues with the lady dishing out. ‘No liver with my bacon,’ he says.


     ‘It’s liver and bacon, love. If you don’t want liver, wouldn’t it be better to have something else?’


     He eyes her contemptuously. ‘Why should I have liver if I don’t like it? Why shouldn’t I have bacon? Where’s the logic in that?’


     ‘You can have bacon and eggs, you know. We serve breakfast all day.’


     He remains stationary in front of her, a look of steely determination on his face.


     ‘Come on, Andrew,’ I say. ‘There’s a queue behind us.’


     This is a mistake. If you ask Andrew to be brief or understanding or polite, he will do the exact opposite on principle. He points at his mouth. ‘Read my lips. No more liver.’


     She purses her lips and a line of little wrinkles forms the shape of a temporary moustache. ‘Bacon it is, then,’ she says. ‘Although don’t hold me responsible if you meet the odd bit of liver.’


     ‘Odd’s the word,’ he says and his face twists into an unexpected smile. ‘That’s what I’ve got against liver.’


     The woman looks at the next customer. She will not be won over, which is good for Andrew. He has always believed he can charm people. He needs to be outmanoeuvred by reality more often.


     We shuffle along the rest of the counter, while Andrew debates the crispness of the lemon meringue, the freshness of the Danish pastries, the consistency of the cream on the fruit trifle. I don’t argue. I take the same as him, not considering if I like it or not, ready to go for any option rather than spark an argument. How easy it is to fall back into our old roles.


     We find a table and sit down, but not before Andrew has spotted some crumbs left by a previous customer and gone to find a waitress to wipe the table.


     Life with Andrew. Exhausting, conciliatory, hard. It always was.


     For fifteen years I’ve struggled to earn a living without him, bring up our son, who has not always cooperated in the experiment, and learnt to do all the things Andrew failed to do as a husband. I haven’t exactly glided downhill with the wind behind me, but at least I haven’t been doing it at the same time as fighting the Force Ten gale that was Andrew. I’ve made it. I’ve survived. And here he comes again. Like some giant black hole, manipulating events around him, feeding off his surroundings, sucking everything into his way of thinking.


     I can walk away at any time. I’m free. So why do I feel sympathy for him? Why should I care about his state of mind? When I see him, I’m reminded of his endless frustration, his thwarted ambitions, and I know I’m looking at the unhappiest man in the world. There’s no way for him to break away from himself.


     ‘So how’s Joel?’ he says at last, sorting through the gravy on his plate and pushing to one side all the bits of liver and onion he can find. The reject pile mounts up on the side. He eats by enclosing the fork with his teeth, but not his lips, then picking off the food. He doesn’t close his mouth properly until he has removed the fork.


     ‘You could ask him yourself,’ I say.


     ‘I would, but as I’m sure you know, he won’t speak to me.’


     So I was right. I wonder whose fault it was. Who made the decision to cut off communication? Which one took the first step and which one jumped in enthusiastically to take up the challenge? I can’t ask Joel, who rarely answers personal questions. He either stares past me as if I’m not there, or changes the subject, or leaves the room.


     ‘He’s looking for a flat,’ I say.


     ‘He’s not still living at home?’


     I sigh. ‘I’m afraid so.’


     ‘Tell him to go. The boy shouldn’t be sponging off you after all this time. He’s twenty-four, for goodness sake.’


     ‘Twenty-three.’ You’d think he would know the age of his only son.


     ‘Whatever.’


     ‘He’s fine,’ I say. ‘His business is going really well.’


     And as far as I can tell, it is. He goes off every day to his office, where he employs five people, and comes home at night looking pleased with himself. He has the intelligence and he has the application. He just doesn’t want to leave home. He enjoys having his meals cooked, his laundry done, his bills paid without having to think about it. I worry about him. Could he manage on his own, or is he another version of his father? Shinier on the outside, but just as incapable underneath.


     Andrew and I eat in silence for a while. It’s difficult to make conversation, and I wonder how we ever managed when we lived in the same house.


     ‘Did you get a letter from the university?’ I ask.


     ‘Why would they write to me?’


     ‘They want to compile an accurate record of all their ex-music students. Where they are, what they’re doing. They call them alumni now, you know.’


     He snorts. ‘Alumni? Pretentious nonsense! What’s wrong with graduates? They probably think that giving everyone a Latin title makes them more generous. They’re after your money, Jess, that’s what it’s all about. Anyway, they’re only interested in people who actually graduated.’


     I should have thought of that. Not a good line of conversation.


     ‘My mother turned up the other day.’


     I stop eating and stare at him, convinced I’ve misheard. ‘Your mother?’


     He grins and he’s that charming student all over again, a mischievous glint in his eye. ‘You must learn to keep your mouth shut. It doesn’t suit you to be gaping like that. Hold on – is that a gold crown I can see on the second molar, bottom right?’


     I shut my mouth. ‘Your mother?’ I say again.


     He nods and puts down his fork. ‘My father’s ill.’


     I should know this, but I haven’t spoken to them for ages. It’s years since Joel and I were invited over for occasional visits. ‘Is it serious?’


     He nods. ‘Apparently he’s dying.’


     ‘Oh.’ I think about how to react. Shock? Pity? Sadness? I’m not sure which one to go for, so I keep my face neutral.


     ‘Cancer of the liver.’


     No wonder Andrew didn’t want liver with his bacon. Should I feel sorry for him? After all, it is his father, even if they don’t communicate. ‘How’s your mother coping?’


     ‘I think she’s enjoying the status. Nearly a widow.’


     ‘You mean she actually came to your flat?’


     He sighs. ‘Yes. To tell me about my father, she said. To see how I live, she meant but didn’t say, and to give me my violin.’


     ‘She brought your violin?’


     ‘Yes. All twenty thousand pounds of it. Although it must be worth a lot more now.’


     ‘Did she leave it with you?’


     ‘Yes.’


     I can’t believe this. ‘Why?’


     He pushes his plate to one side with a grand gesture. He’s eaten all he intends to. ‘She’s been thinking.’


     ‘Oh dear.’


     ‘Quite. Anyway, she says it’s mine, so I should have it. Apparently, once you’re over forty, you’re old enough to make your own decisions.’


     Then she’s six years late. ‘It doesn’t sound much like your mother.’


     He frowns. ‘I’m not sure what she’s up to.’


     ‘Did you invite her in?’


     ‘No. Returning someone else’s property doesn’t give you the right to invade their privacy.’


     I try to make sense of this violin business. Why would his mother give it to him? Isn’t she worried he’ll destroy it, or sell it? ‘Do you think she’s expecting you to play it?’


     His face sags. ‘If she is, she can go on expecting,’ he mutters into his coffee. ‘She knows how I feel about that.’


     ‘When was the last time you discussed it?’


     ‘When was the last time she spoke to me?’


     ‘So she knows what you thought about it when you were twenty, but she may not know if you still feel the same way.’


     ‘Do I care?’


     ‘Will you go and see your father?’


     He hesitates. ‘No.’


     ‘But he might die without you ever seeing him again.’


     ‘He should have thought of that. He knows where I am.’


     ‘Andrew – he’s your father.’


     ‘Hmm.’


     We don’t discuss it any more. There have always been so many subjects that are best avoided with Andrew. Few things change.


     We leave the cafeteria and emerge into the crowds of New Street. ‘I must get back,’ I say as we head towards the car park. ‘I’ve arranged a last-minute practice with Mary.’ I don’t want to walk through the crowds with Andrew. It’s difficult to stay side by side and he will get annoyed if I surge ahead without him or struggle along in his wake. I put my bag on my shoulder, trying to look businesslike. ‘Lovely to see you. Let me know how your dad gets on.’


     ‘Jess—’ he says.


     ‘Although I suppose with liver cancer it’s all fairly inevitable, isn’t it? Could he have a transplant?’


     ‘Jess—’


     I look at him standing beside me, struggling to stay upright against the crowds that are rocking him backwards and forwards, a broken branch bobbing in a stream, buffeted by the force of the water, incapable of intelligent action to save himself. He looks crumpled, folding in on himself, lacking the strength to resist.


     ‘What?’ I say.


     ‘I wanted to ask you – I’ve been meaning to ask you—’


     ‘What?’ I’m fighting my natural inclinations. I can feel myself being drawn along to save him, ready to dive in, even though I know I can’t swim and I’ll get caught up in the current—


     ‘Couldn’t we—?’


     ‘What?’


     ‘Couldn’t we have another go? Try again?’


     ‘Try what?’ He can’t mean what I think he means. Panic makes me talk faster. ‘Another meal? Go to see your father?’


     ‘Jess—’ His eyes are urgent. A small child willing me to do what he wants. ‘Couldn’t we – you know – get back together again?’


     I take deep breaths. I need to slow down and be logical. I won’t allow him to switch on the pathos and expect us both to return to our student days. I know things now. He’s not as he seems. He’s a full-sized, authentic leopard. I’ve seen his spots and the colour can’t possibly have faded.


     ‘Jess?’ he says.


     ‘No!’ I turn away from him fiercely and walk in the opposite direction, even though it’s not where I want to go. I have to do this physically. It’s the only way. If I look at him too long, see past his bravado and glimpse the desperation beneath, I will start to waver.


     ‘Jess!’


     With relief, I realise that his voice is fading and he’s not following me. I start to run. Up New Street, back towards the Bull Ring. When I reach the bull, I pause in the safety of its solid, shiny bulk and look back. I can’t see him. The bull’s tail arches above me, curled into a perpetual flick. I turn away and head for Next, up the escalators to Homeware where I can relax. He won’t follow me here. He has no interest in curtains or coffee tables or sofas.


 


 


Joel is in the living room when I get home, sprawled over the sofa with his shoes off, watching Bugs Bunny. I love my son, but right now it seems as if there are too many people in my life, all pressing up against me, denying me the opportunity to breathe properly.


     ‘Hi, Mum,’ he calls as I disappear to the kitchen.


     ‘Hello, Joel. You’re back early.’


     ‘Yes. We made a huge breakthrough, so I gave everyone the afternoon off.’


     He formed his own company – ScarlattiSkills – at seventeen, and designs computer games. His ability must be an offshoot of his father’s neglected talent. Patterns, new ideas, fast thinking, alternative ways of seeing things. He tells me he’s making money. ‘The world adores me,’ he says every now and again, which I take to be an indicator of a successful business deal. He doesn’t lack confidence.


     It saddens me that all those brains are employed in the pursuit of fun, rather than something more lasting and worthwhile, but I realise this is a narrow viewpoint. If people can’t enjoy themselves, be happy, there’s not a lot of point in anything. Happiness is only irrelevant if you don’t have enough to eat.


     ‘I’m not cooking tonight,’ I call as I slip off my shoes and throw them to the side of the kitchen where I might or might not pick them up later. ‘You’ll have to fix something for yourself.’


     ‘Oh  . . .’


     He has to learn. ‘I told you this morning. I’ve got a last-minute practice with Mary before the concert tomorrow, and I’m staying for supper.’


     He appears at the open door of the kitchen and I can feel his presence by the movement of air as it bounces towards me. The unrelenting whoosh of a real person, the suffocating sense of people where I want emptiness. ‘You don’t need to practise, Mum. You’re already brilliant.’


     I smile across the room at him. I’m grateful for the fact that he’s not unemployed, an alcoholic, a drug addict, but I wish I didn’t have to see him every day of my life. No breaks, no holidays, no time off for good conduct. He never goes away. He doesn’t have any friends, only work colleagues. Something’s not quite right. He couldn’t get on with other children when he was younger, but why can’t he do it now? Twenty-three years is a long time to have no social life.


     He’s tall like his father, careless with his body in the same casual, masculine way, but he dresses better. He buys his clothes on the internet and his entire wardrobe arrives through the post, so I see each item before he decides to keep it.


     ‘What do you think, Mum?’ he will say, coming downstairs with the labels hanging out, creases still in the shirts, buttons only half done up.


     ‘Lovely,’ I say. ‘Do you think perhaps the green is a little unsubtle?’ Get a girlfriend, I think. Please get a girlfriend. Then you could ask her, and I would be saved this decision-making.


     ‘But I like the green.’


     ‘Have it then.’


     ‘Not if you don’t like it.’


     The responsibility. It’s flattering that my opinions matter to him, but what if I’m wrong? Why won’t he go and ask his father? Why can’t he consult someone at work?


     I pick up some plates from the drainer and put them away in a cupboard. ‘You could buy an Evening Mail and see if there are any flats available, since you’ve got some spare time this evening.’


     He frowns. ‘But I can’t, can I? I have to cook my tea.’


     ‘It doesn’t take that long to prepare a meal. Most people can manage to produce something in half an hour.’


     ‘What time are you going out?’


     ‘In about an hour.’


     ‘Then you could cook something. You’d still have plenty of time to get ready to go out.’ He looks at me, his eyes soft and appealing. Small crinkles hover at the outer edges of his eyelids, almost an extension of his abundant lashes. They were there when he was a child, lurking innocently, uncertain of their purpose. Now he’s worked out how to use them, to charm me. I have a great desire to reach out and touch his cheek.


     ‘You’ve got all evening.’


     ‘But you’re so much better at it than me.’


     ‘That’s because you don’t get enough practice.’


     I shouldn’t give in. It doesn’t help him and it doesn’t help me. But it’s tiring to fall out with people, easier to cook than engage in complicated debates. I’ve already used up today’s spare supplies of energy.


     ‘All right,’ I sigh. ‘But you’ll have to eat it straightaway. It won’t keep.’


     ‘Brilliant,’ he says, and flashes me a friendly, grateful grin before going back to Bugs Bunny.


     ‘And you’ll have to wash up.’


     ‘No problem.’


     I look out at the back garden. My large, comfortable white knickers are flapping on the clothes line in the sun, next to Joel’s shirts, which I’ll have to iron later.










Chapter 3


I met Andrew when I was eighteen, on the first day of my first term at university. I stood in the deserted Barber Institute, where the Birmingham Music Department was located, at nine o’clock precisely and examined the high ceiling, the marble floor, the white steps at the far end that led to the art gallery upstairs. I liked the emptiness. It reminded me of our entrance hall at home, bigger, but with the same sense of space and grandeur. There weren’t any shoes by the door, of course, no croquet mallets or tennis rackets lying in a heap on the side. The floor was pale and gleaming, a testament to someone’s dedicated cleaning, and there were no posters of Battenberg cake or chocolate Swiss roll on the walls.


     I couldn’t understand why there were no people around. I’d realised almost immediately that I’d made a mistake with the time, but I hadn’t expected this total lack of activity.


     Someone started to tune a violin. The dark, sonorous tones of D and G played together, the sliding up of the G string, the hollow satisfaction of a perfect fifth. The sound was coming from behind one of the large doors on my left, so I went over and listened.


     The violin player started to play sections of concertos – Tchaikovsky, Sibelius, Beethoven – carelessly, tossing them off into the air like quick flurries of rain. Each one swirled around in the wind for a few seconds, sharp but brilliant, uncertain whether to settle for a serious downpour or move away and give up.


     It took me a long time to summon the courage to ease the door open and peer inside. When I did, I discovered a small concert hall, half-lit, with seats sloping down towards the stage. The violinist was on the stage with his back to me, so I stepped in, not wanting to reveal my presence, letting the door close itself.


     He was electrifying. Tall and thin, dwarfing the violin with his long fingers and huge hands, yet somehow completely in control. He didn’t look as if he should be able to play it, he seemed far too clumsy – and yet he wasn’t. The intonation was almost inhumanly accurate, rhythms neat and detailed, the spiccato passages machine-precision fast, with the bow bouncing so tidily that every note sang. But it was the tone that affected me most profoundly. I was mesmerised by its richness, its vibrancy. My bones hummed with the overload of sensation. I struggled to breathe.


     His back was long and drooping, and the messy blond hair which came down to his shoulders curled upwards at the ends. I liked the shape of him, the set of his shoulders, the way his body sagged and moved with the music. I fell in love with him before I’d even seen his face.


     He was walking up and down as he played, mobile and easy, and it was only a matter of time before he saw me. I told myself to leave, but my legs refused to move.


     He turned round and stopped. Just like that. The unfinished sound hung in the air, waiting for a cadence, painfully unresolved.


     ‘Hi,’ he said.


     ‘Sorry.’ My voice was so small, so insignificant after the power of his playing that it was little more than a whisper.


     His face was angular and bony, the nose unusually large, and his eyes green, darker than I expected. He didn’t seem annoyed, just curious. He peered at me through the dim lighting, his violin now tucked under his arm like a guitar, his yellow hair flopping over his forehead.


     ‘Are you a first-year?’ he said. His voice was very exact in its enunciation, but deep and husky, as if the rosin from the bow had coated his throat.


     ‘Yes.’ I nodded vigorously, conscious of the violin case in my hand, embarrassed that he might think I thought I could match his playing.


     He jumped off the stage and came towards me. ‘My name’s Andrew Courtenay. What’s yours?’


     ‘Jessica Fontaine,’ I said.


     ‘A violin player?’


     I hesitated. ‘Not really  . . . well  . . . only a bit. Piano’s my main instrument.’ I shouldn’t have said that. I didn’t want to imply that I was anywhere near his level. ‘I’m not that good. I loved your playing. I thought it was so—’ I stopped, because there weren’t any words that were remotely adequate, and I could feel heat radiating from my flushed face.


     He nodded slowly. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Good.’


     We looked at each other. Or I assumed he looked at me while I looked at the violin under his arm. I couldn’t meet his eyes. I tried, but only got as far as his mouth.


     ‘It’s a lovely violin,’ I said at last.


     He grinned, and two creases appeared in each cheek, bringing an unexpected lightness to his face. ‘It should be. It cost twenty thousand.’


     I thought I had misheard him. ‘Twenty thousand? Pounds?’


     ‘No, buttons.’


     It’s a joke, I thought. I should laugh. But I couldn’t. I stared at the violin, terrified that he would drop it, or that I’d somehow touch it and contaminate it. ‘Crumbs,’ I said.


     ‘Quite.’


     ‘Should you put it away, then?’


     ‘Good idea. What are you doing here?’


     ‘I’m an hour early. I thought I was meant to arrive at nine o’clock, but I made a mistake. The letter says I’ve got to go to the Elgar Room – I haven’t worked out where it is yet.’


     He nodded. ‘They like everyone to meet up – the lecturers and the new students. I remember it well.’ He smiled and I watched eagerly for the creases. ‘I’m a second-year. We went through all this last year. Can’t say I’d like to be new again.’


     ‘Where is everyone?’


     ‘Oh, no one comes in before ten. We don’t have nine o’clock lectures here.’


     ‘I could have had an hour’s extra sleep.’


     ‘Tell you what, why don’t we go and have a coffee and then I’ll take you over to the Elgar Room?’


 


 


Love changed me. Not slowly or imperceptibly, but with a violent jolt. An alarm clock had broken into my dream existence with a shattering shriek, forcing me awake. Up until then, for eighteen years, I’d been meandering along, imagining that I knew what I was doing, unaware that there was an alternative world moving parallel to my own.


     I suddenly understood Chopin.


     I played a nocturne to my piano teacher, Mrs Gulliver. When I’d finished, she remained motionless for a few seconds, looking down at her hands. Fading hands, showing their age with clusters of fine wrinkles, small raised brown spots, knuckles thickening and stiffening.


     She raised her eyes and I was amazed to see tears in them. ‘Yes,’ she said and let out her breath in a long, satisfied sigh.


     I smiled at her, uncertain how to react, but I knew she thought she had taught me to play like that. In reality, I’d discovered it all by myself.


     I couldn’t really understand what Andrew saw in me. It was as if a shaft of brilliant sunshine had decided to push its way into a dark corner of the house where it wouldn’t naturally go, turning a corner to get there, penetrating walls that obstructed its progress, breaking all the laws of physics.


     I think he enjoyed my adoration. He acted out the part of the gifted genius with passion and dedication, oblivious to the fact that I was his only admirer. I thought his mind soared above the rest of them, instinctively and intellectually, interpreting the world through his music.


     So why did he spend so much time reading comics? He collected Dandy and Beano and accumulated piles of them in his room. He spent much of his spare time reading them, over and over again. Dennis the Menace, Desperate Dan, Beryl the Peril.


     We would be sitting in his room at his house while I sweated over my harmony exercise. Should it modulate there? Can the bass line jump a seventh? Oh, parallel fifths again.


     Andrew kept interrupting my thoughts.


     ‘Why don’t you read a comic, Jess? It’ll relax you.’


     ‘I prefer Thomas Hardy.’


     ‘Desperate Dan is better. He can eat a dozen cow pies in one go, you know.’


     It wasn’t long before my last bus. My harmony had to be in by the next day, and I was struggling. ‘There’s no such thing as a cow pie. What’s wrong with beef pies, or steak and kidney?’


     He looked hurt. ‘No, you’re missing the point. It’s a joke.’ But he read the comics earnestly, without laughing.


     ‘So how much of the cow goes into the pie? The head, the feet, the tail?’


     He shrugged. ‘Oh, all of it. That’s the point.’


     The point? There was no point to Desperate Dan. I couldn’t understand Andrew’s fascination with him. It was the same with cartoons. Every afternoon, we had to race back for children’s television. Wacky Races, Dick Dastardly, Penelope Pitstop. If they weren’t on, Andrew would give up on the television. If they were, he would watch obsessively, grunting at every bizarre disaster, every punchline. I tried to join in, I really did, but I couldn’t understand them. There was nothing there that I could relate to.


     This was the man who could transport you to another world with his music, who could lift you into another dimension, show you that there was a life beyond the mundane.


 


 


‘I’ve got a friend who wants to come and see Audlands,’ I announced one evening at supper. I was living at home while I did my degree, since my father thought we were close enough to the university and he didn’t want to pay hall fees. I didn’t mind. I had no desire to leave the safety of my familiar places.


     ‘Wonderful,’ said my mother with a vague smile. ‘What’s her name?’


     ‘Andrew,’ I said, looking at the pork chop on my plate and feeling a wave of heat rush into my cheeks.


     There was a silence, during which I wondered if they’d heard me, then a flurry of movement, as if everyone had dropped knives and forks on to their plates at the same time. Harriet and my mother started to talk together, raising their voices to be heard.


     ‘Hey!’ said Harriet. ‘Jess has got a boyfriend.’


     ‘How exciting,’ said my mother. ‘Why don’t you invite him for lunch on Saturday?’


     ‘All right,’ I said.


     ‘He can’t come on Saturday,’ said Harriet. ‘I’ve got a match.’


     I pushed my plate to one side. ‘I’m not hungry,’ I said, standing up.


     ‘But it’s apple crumble,’ said my mother.


     ‘Again?’ said my father.


     ‘That’s not fair. You know we have to use up the apples.’


     I left the dining room, anxious to escape to my room, but Harriet had followed me out. She grabbed me by the arm. ‘What’s he like?’ she said.


     I was confused.


     ‘Andrew? What’s he like?’


     Like? I didn’t know what she meant.


     ‘Is he tall, dark and handsome?’


     ‘Well,’ I said, thinking. ‘He’s tall but not dark. He’s blond. I don’t know if he’s handsome. How can you tell?’


     ‘Harriet,’ called my mother from the dining room. ‘Can you fetch the custard? Your father’s in a hurry.’


 


 


Next Saturday, my father and I drove over to Andrew’s house to pick him up. He must have been watching out for us because he came out immediately. I stared at him.


     ‘What’s the matter?’ he said.


     ‘Nothing. It’s just – I’ve never seen those trousers before.’


     Beige, smart, pressed. Where did they come from? I was accustomed to Andrew in the standard student uniform of jeans and baggy jumper, unless he was playing in a concert, when he had to wear a black suit and looked devastating. ‘I bought them yesterday,’ he said. ‘C&A. I thought they were OK.’


     ‘You look great,’ I said, regretting my overreaction.


     ‘Thought I should impress the parents.’


     ‘Quite right too.’ I tried to imagine my parents being impressed by anything and failed.


     We drove out of Birmingham without speaking. It was difficult to hold a conversation in the presence of my father, who was not a talkative man. Or he might have been. Just not with me.


     We left the main road and turned into the drive. The dark, empty branches of the horse chestnuts overlapped and tangled, forming an arch of lace against the dull grey of the sky. The road was littered with shattered conkers and the muddy brown of decomposing leaves. My father slowed down to ease the shock of the potholes and to give Andrew a chance to take in the view of the house. He pretended to be unmoved by Audlands Hall, but nevertheless liked to present it as a film director would. Opening up the scene with a shot of the avenue leading into the distance, drawing us along, approaching with self-conscious care, gradually bringing the Hall into focus. He knew that encountering the place for the first time was a breathtaking experience.


     Andrew did not disappoint. I heard him gasp. ‘Wow,’ he said after a while. ‘Brideshead Revisited.’


     ‘No,’ I said. ‘Audlands visited for the first time.’


     The Hall is not as big as Blenheim or Chatsworth, but it’s constructed from the same yellow stone, shimmering with a warm honeyed glow, even in the absence of bright sunlight. Four pillars frame the porch area – Ionic columns, according to my mother – adding height and dignity to the broad flight of steps that leads to the front door. As you come round the bend, the whole façade of the house opens up before you, solid and restful, growing out of the land into a perfectly proportioned Georgian country house. It’s best seen in the early morning, when the rising sun creeps over the overgrown box hedges of the maze and transforms the windows into mirrors. The north-eastern sky is reflected back at itself with a clear, fresh light. Wisps of drifting mist linger, encouraged by the damp from the lake, and the Hall rises up through it all like a medieval castle.


     The sun was missing on that morning when Andrew first arrived, but the mist was good enough.


     ‘The outside is much more impressive than the inside,’ I warned, terrified that he would think we were landed gentry and be disappointed when he encountered the spiders and the dust and the cold.


     ‘So which bit do you live in?’ he said.


     I couldn’t decide what he meant. Was he talking about me personally? My bedroom? Or which bit did we all live in? What did he mean by ‘live?’ The kitchen? Or the drawing room? I didn’t know how to answer.


     ‘We live in all of it,’ said my father.


     ‘Really?’ said Andrew. ‘Wow.’


     ‘But there isn’t an estate. The farmland was sold off years ago.’


     Nobody had ever told me that. I’d just accepted the garden as it was, enormous and out of control. My father managed to cut the grass on the croquet lawn and the tennis court to please my mother, but the rest was abandoned and turned to waist-high hay as the summer wore on. It had never occurred to me that there used to be more.


     My mother tells the story of how they bought the house. My father had inherited the family business – a chain of cake factories and shops which flourished in the late fifties after years of rationing and austerity. My newly wed parents were on their way to view a six-bedroomed executive house on the outskirts of Birmingham when my mother caught sight of a dilapidated For Sale sign on the main road. It was hanging round the head of a stone lion, which stared out from the side of a once grand entrance. Large wrought-iron gates were wedged open, distorted with age, sinking into their overgrown surroundings. The signpost had been placed there by a desperate estate agent who couldn’t sell the house through the property pages of The Times.


     ‘Stop!’ shrieked my mother.


     My father braked hard, believing he had run over a rabbit or a squirrel, and immediately reversed as instructed.


     ‘Audlands Hall,’ she read. ‘Let’s go and look.


     My father was uncertain about the condition of the drive, so they got out and walked. It was nine o’clock in the morning, a fatal time on a day when the sun was rising into a crystal blue sky and huge pink and white candles rose from the branches of the horse chestnuts. They turned the corner of the drive and stopped.


     There was no contest. They didn’t even need to look inside, although they probably should have done while there was still time to resist that first impression.


     My father was cautious at first, but he was potty about my mother, whose romantic notions of having a country estate were much stronger than his common sense. There was also a pompous side to him, and the prestige associated with living in a real country house with a drawing room and a Long Gallery and disused stables appealed to him. He was, after all, a successful businessman and very rich. The whole world at that time adored his Crunchy Chocolate Brownies.


     They must have been mad, really. Audlands had been neglected for so long that the decay was well established before they moved in, but my mother was full of wild enthusiasm. She hired carpenters, plumbers and electricians, who patched up and covered over. My father was generous at first, paying out vast sums of money for renovation, but as time went on and people grew weary of Crunchy Chocolate Brownies he became less willing to indulge my mother.


     Now, two decades on, Andrew and I ran up the steps and straight past the pillars, which only looked good if you didn’t go too close. Large chunks had been gouged out of them. My father always said that army vehicles had caused most of the damage when the Hall was requisitioned during the war, but it was difficult to understand exactly how this occurred. I can only assume that motorcycles and jeeps drove up and down the steps for fun. Perhaps they were Americans.


     I knew we’d be all right once we reached the entrance hall. There was a sweeping staircase with mahogany banisters, which had survived decades of sliding children, and a huge chandelier, swamped by dust and not connected to the electricity supply, but impressive nevertheless.


     ‘Hey!’ said Andrew, examining a fading poster that had been up on the wall for as long as I could remember. ‘Crunchy Chocolate Brownies. I love them.’


     ‘It is unfortunate,’ said my father, ‘that the rest of mankind no longer shares your enthusiasm.’ He disappeared into the drawing room, where there was a small electric fire, to read his weekend papers.


     I took Andrew to the kitchen. ‘Let’s have a coffee,’ I said.


     ‘I had no idea,’ he said, settling into a wheel-backed chair and leaning over the pockmarked wooden table.


     ‘Of what?’ I filled the kettle and put it on the Aga.


     ‘That you lived here.’


     ‘Well, how could you, without coming and seeing it?’


     ‘You might have told me.’


     I wasn’t sure what I should have told him. I knew the house was big, but it wasn’t exactly clean and sparkling. ‘People see things differently. I didn’t know what you’d think.’


     ‘Come on, Jess. Not many people live in a stately home.’


     ‘It’s not a stately home. It’s a country house.’


     ‘What’s the difference?’


     ‘I don’t know. I think maybe you have to be a lord or something to be in a stately home.’


     ‘And you’re not?’


     ‘Do I look like a lord?’


     ‘No, but your father might be. Or your mother could be a lady.’


     I laughed. ‘You haven’t met my mother.’


     ‘Hi.’ Harriet came into the kitchen and stood in front of Andrew. ‘I’m Harriet, Jess’s sister.’


     She was not meant to be there. I’d chosen the day deliberately. At sixteen, Harriet was stunning. Tall, slim, long dark hair almost to her waist, almond-shaped eyes which were pale green, edged with a darker green. She was also good-natured. Everyone liked her. I didn’t stand a chance with her around.


     ‘Hi,’ said Andrew.


     ‘I thought you were playing hockey,’ I said.


     Harriet shrugged. ‘They cancelled at the last minute. The other school’s minibus broke down. If you’re making coffee I’ll have one, thanks.’


     I turned away and poured the hot water, knowing that this was the end of my relationship with Andrew. Nobody noticed me when Harriet was there.


     But when I turned back I found that Andrew was looking out of the window, ignoring Harriet, while she rummaged around in a cupboard looking for biscuits.


     ‘You’ve got a lake,’ he said with delight.


     ‘I’m sure there were some ginger nuts in here,’ said Harriet.


     It was puzzling that Andrew didn’t show much interest in anyone else. He was a brilliant violinist, the best in the university. Why weren’t all the girls queuing up to go out with him?


     ‘I had plenty of admirers in my first year,’ he said, whenever I asked. ‘There were lots of people in hall to do things with.’


     What things? Who? Where were they all now? He only ever had casual conversations with the other students – he wasn’t part of any special group.


     So when he ignored Harriet, I was thrilled. ‘The biscuits were all used up yesterday,’ I said. ‘You shared them with Amy and Sarah.’ Harriet had a huge circle of friends, many of whom seemed to spend half their lives at Audlands.


     ‘Oh, yes,’ she said with a giggle. ‘Silly me.’


     Harriet giggling? Her whole manner was different, her features sharper and more clearly defined, her movements more exaggerated than usual. What did this mean? Did she find Andrew attractive? Or was she like this with all men? I had never observed her before in this kind of context. I didn’t like it. It made me feel uncomfortable, as if I were seeing a stranger who had been living in the same house as me for sixteen years, cleverly disguised.


     ‘Sorry, Andrew,’ she said, coming up close to him. ‘No biscuits today.’


     ‘No problem,’ he said.


     ‘Lovely to meet you,’ she said, and brushed past him to the door. ‘See you again.’


     ‘Mmm,’ he said, stirring sugar into his coffee.


     At the door, she turned and looked at me over his shoulder. She put both thumbs up and winked.


     I didn’t know how to react. People didn’t have little intimate conspiracies with me about boyfriends. I had always been excluded from that world.


     ‘Can we go on the lake?’ asked Andrew.


     ‘If you want to. There are a couple of rowing boats.’


     I had spent much of my childhood pottering around in a boat, rowing between the islands, making little dens where I could sit in private and read. My cousins and Harriet had also liked the lake, but I’d avoided them, sneaking round the other side of an island, spying on them, wanting to be part of their Swallows and Amazons, not wanting to. I’d watched them with confusion rather than envy, puzzled by their curiously unstructured games.


     ‘Hello!’ My mother came striding into the kitchen, tall and confident, her long hair swinging freely, her arms full of dahlias and leaves she’d picked from the garden. Her fingers were stained with soil and her shoes were wet from the long grass, but there was an eager freshness about her. She was shining in sympathy with the dew on the dahlias. ‘You must be Andrew.’


     ‘Yeah,’ said Andrew, getting up awkwardly. I grabbed his cup of coffee before it tipped on to the floor. ‘Hi.’


     ‘Hi,’ she said. My mother worked very hard to make herself part of young people’s culture. She was better at it than me. She got the language from the television and Harriet. ‘Jess tells me you’re a brilliant violinist.’


     ‘Yes,’ he said.


     ‘I don’t suppose you brought your violin with you? I would love to hear you play.’


     ‘No you wouldn’t,’ I said. Why would she say that? My mother had never shown any interest in my playing, except when she moved the television out of the music room into a room of its own, so that the rest of the family could watch it in peace.


     ‘Jess,’ she said with reproach and gave me a strange, private look.


     ‘I don’t play unless I have to,’ said Andrew.


     ‘Really? Don’t you enjoy it?’


     ‘It’s OK,’ he said with a shrug.


     I was annoyed. He was always so casual about his great talent. ‘Take no notice of him,’ I said. ‘Of course he likes playing.’


     ‘Of course,’ he said, and grinned at my mother.


     She smiled back. ‘I imagine you get tired of playing all the time. How long do you practise for?’


     ‘Three hours a day when I was living at home. Not so much now.’ He hesitated. ‘Only don’t tell my mother that.’


     ‘Do you fancy a game of tennis?’ I said.


     ‘Not especially.’


     ‘Croquet then.’


     ‘I don’t play croquet.’


     ‘I’ll teach you,’ I said.


     ‘I’d rather go on the lake.’


     ‘It’s a bit cold for boating.’


     ‘Find Andrew some jumpers and a waterproof jacket,’ said my mother. ‘There’s no reason why you shouldn’t take him on the lake if he wants to. Perhaps we could all play croquet after lunch if the ground isn’t too wet. It’s not difficult to learn, Andrew.’


     ‘Great,’ he said, and watched her as she left the room.


     We finished our coffee in silence. I found it difficult to know what to say to him now that we were away from the university and not rushing from lecture to seminar with work to do.


     ‘She’s all right, your mother, isn’t she?’ he said.










Chapter 4


‘Jessica! Harriet! Come and see this!’


     Connie waited for her two young daughters to appear, then led them by the hand up the wide marble staircase. She was trembling with anticipation, but wanted to present them with the spectacle in exactly the right way. She’d been waiting all day for this moment, looking out of the windows at the dying sun, willing the last light to leave the sky. At the first landing, where the stairs divided into two opposing sweeping curves, she stopped and turned Jessica and Harriet round to face the hall. ‘OK,’ she called out softly to Roland, who was standing by the front door.


     The lights went out with a click.


     ‘Look!’ she whispered.


     Jessica and Harriet stood on either side of her. Connie knelt down to their level and put an arm gently round Harriet’s waist. Jessica stood slightly apart, her head lowered, but her eyes drawn upwards to the chandelier. Constructed from glass in a many-tiered half-sphere, it had mysteriously taken on a powerful life of its own. All fifty candles were alight, shifting, shivering, fluttering in the emptiness of the high-domed hall. Mirrors on opposite walls reflected the candlelight back on to itself, so the space had become a mass of twinkling stars. The tired, everyday dust had altered and become beautiful, a screen for the shifting nuances of colour and uncertain patterns of light.


     ‘They called them lustres,’ said Connie, ‘rather than chandeliers.’ Her voice, hushed in honour of the occasion, nevertheless rang out clear and knowledgeable. ‘It’s a good name, isn’t it?’


     ‘Oh,’ said Jessica, letting her breath escape in a long hiss.


     ‘Mummy, it’s lovely,’ said Harriet.


     ‘Yes,’ said Connie. ‘It is.’


     ‘Quite impressive, Connie.’ Roland’s voice floated up from the door in a tone of grudging admiration.


     ‘Can we have them everywhere?’ asked Harriet.


     ‘Oh, yes, there’ll be candles in every room, but not until tomorrow.’


     Everything had been in place for several days now. Connie had spent many hours in each room, climbing up stepladders, finding places to put the candles out of reach, moving ornaments and pictures, clearing bookshelves and mantelpieces. She’d been collecting brass and ceramic candlesticks from jumble sales, secondhand shops and school fetes over the last few months. There were already several sconces fixed to the wall, backing on to mirrors, a whisper from the eighteenth century.


     ‘You can’t do this, Connie,’ Roland had said. ‘It’s not safe.’


     ‘Of course it is. Audlands couldn’t burn down. The walls are too thick. Anyway, I’m putting them high up. Nobody will be able to knock them over.’


     ‘It’ll be difficult to see what we’re eating.’


     This was probably just as well, since Connie’s cooking skills were not particularly sophisticated. She’d been planning this celebration – a midwinter party, she called it, to lift her spirits in the middle of February – for weeks, and much of the food had been prepared well in advance. There were piles of cocktail sausages in tins in the pantry, which was so cold they’d almost frozen; squares of cheese, shaped and ready to be put on sticks with pineapple chunks; cheese straws, no longer fresh, but still crumbly, lined up on baking sheets; a vat containing a chicken and mushroom concoction for the vol-au-vents; fluted cardboard dishes of trifle set out in rows, waiting for their final cream topping; dozens of cartons of Fontaine’s Crunchy Chocolate Brownies standing in piles on the floor. Cases of sparkling wine towered over everything.


     China and cutlery and glasses had been borrowed from anyone who was willing. ‘But it can’t be modern china,’ Connie had stipulated. ‘It must at least look antique, even if it isn’t.’


     Earlier in the day, Roland had set up tables in the entrance hall. They were draped in crisp white linen and covered with dozens of champagne glasses placed upside down and arranged in meticulously ordered rows. The flickering candlelight imprinted a thousand pinpoints of light on to the polished crystal.


     ‘Make sure you put the candles out for now,’ said Roland as he switched the lights back on. He walked off towards the drawing room with a pile of logs. ‘I’m going to start setting the fires.’


     The doorbell rang and Connie and Harriet raced down the stairs. Connie, in the lead, let the pleats of her lime-green miniskirt billow up behind her as she jumped the last three steps in one go. ‘Coming,’ she called.


     It was her sister-in-law, Cathy, with the cousins, Philip, Colin and Judy. ‘Quick,’ said Connie as she opened the door. ‘We need to shut the door.’ It was windy outside and bits of debris were swirling up the steps into the hall – leaves, twigs, a dusting of soil. A sudden gust slammed the door shut and the chandelier swayed dangerously in the draught. Half the candles went out.


     ‘Oh no,’ said Cathy. ‘It won’t be much good if you can’t open the door.’


     But nothing would dampen Connie’s optimism. ‘It’s all right. The wind will have died down by tomorrow evening.’


     ‘If Connie says it won’t be windy,’ said Roland, coming out of the drawing room, ‘it won’t be windy. All the weather experts check with her first.’


     ‘Quite right,’ said Cathy. She was wearing a white polo-neck jumper with a very short purple skirt, which revealed sagging in-turning knees and plump thighs. A three-inch belt with an elaborate buckle drew attention to her wide hips.


     The cousins were off, the boys and Harriet racing from one room to another, counting up the candles, exclaiming at Connie’s elaborate displays of laurel branches and red ribbons. ‘Hey,’ called Colin’s voice in the distance. ‘It’s spooky.’ They started to hoot and wail, wanting to find ghosts.


     The desperate voice of four-year-old Judy followed them. ‘Wait for me  . . .’


     ‘Careful,’ called Connie after them. ‘Don’t disturb anything.’


     She looked up at Jessica, who was still on the staircase with her eyes on the chandelier. She had crouched down and was peering through the balustrades, still mesmerised by the candles, even though they had lost much of their magic against the background of electricity. Light danced and shimmered over her face, changing with every passing moment, illuminating her round eyes and creating shining highlights in her glossy plaits.


     Connie watched her for a few seconds and sighed. ‘Go and play with the others now, Jess,’ she called. ‘Cathy and I have too much to do, and we don’t want you under our feet.’


     But Jessica didn’t move.


 


 


Connie spread the butter, mixed with margarine, on the bread while Cathy put fillings into the sandwiches and then cut each one into four neat little triangles. They’d started out with Connie filling and cutting, but she couldn’t seem to get the edges sharp enough, so they’d swapped. Ten sliced white loaves were piled at her side, ready for her attention.


     Cathy had been doubtful at first. ‘Won’t they be stale by tomorrow?’


     ‘They’ll keep all right in the pantry,’ said Connie. ‘Nothing ever goes off in there.’


     Cathy was full of an unusual good humour. ‘I don’t know why you didn’t think of having a party earlier,’ she said. ‘All this space crying out for people.’


     ‘Oh, I know,’ said Connie. ‘I just needed to get Audlands into an acceptable state. Even now—’


     ‘Nobody’ll see the details. It’ll be too dark.’


     ‘And Roland took some persuading,’ said Connie. ‘But he agreed that a ten-year anniversary was a good idea.’


     ‘He’s so mean. I don’t know how you get any money out of him at all.’


     ‘Well, the business isn’t doing as well as it used to—’


     ‘Rubbish. It’s thriving. He just doesn’t want to admit it. He can’t allow himself to be optimistic. It might make him generous.’


     Cathy resented the fact that the business had been left to her brother, maintaining that her financial inheritance wasn’t adequate. But Roland always said that she had the better deal: a generous sum of money and no worries about lemon meringue pie.


     Connie smiled politely. ‘He’s been very generous about the party,’ she said. ‘Once he’s persuaded something is worthwhile, he dedicates himself to it. This’ll be the first of many parties, you’ll see.’


     Cathy snorted and pushed the bread knife down with a rapid twist, cutting through a sandwich with deadly accuracy.


     Connie was getting ahead of Cathy, so she started piling some fairy cakes from the pantry on to trays covered in foil. Each one was topped with pink icing and a single cherry.


     ‘They’re nice,’ said Cathy.


     ‘Jessica made them this morning.’


     ‘Really?’ Cathy stopped filling the sandwiches for a second and looked up in surprise. ‘Jessica?’


     Connie flushed with irritation. ‘She likes cooking.’ Jessica had spent all day on them, mixing, measuring, pouring out the icing and plopping the cherry on top of each one. She’d seemed almost happy, accepting Connie’s occasional direction without argument, persisting well into the afternoon.


     Cathy continued filling the sandwiches. ‘I just didn’t expect her to stick at something like that, that’s all.’


     ‘If Jessica wants to do something, she’ll do it.’


     ‘And they’re so neat.’


     ‘Of course they are.’ Connie chose not to mention the pile of rejects at the back of the pantry, which Jessica and Harriet had been dipping into at every available opportunity.


     They continued in silence for a while. ‘Connie?’


     ‘Yes?’


     ‘Have you ever thought about taking Jessica to the doctor’s?’


     Connie rammed her knife into the margarine container and whipped it round sharply, beating in the butter. ‘Why would I need to do that?’


     ‘Well – you know.’


     ‘No.’


     ‘Oh, come on, Connie. You must have noticed there’s something wrong with her.’


     ‘She’s just shy, that’s all.’


     ‘No, it’s more than that.’ Cathy was clearly making an effort, softening her voice with a kindness unusual for her, adopting a tone of sisterly understanding. ‘It’s the way she won’t look at you, and refuses to speak if you ask her anything. She never plays with other children, you know.’


     ‘She plays with Harriet.’


     ‘Does she? Or is she just telling Harriet what to do? Harriet’s a very amenable child, she’d get on with anyone.’


     Connie sighed, weakened by the intimacy of their circumstances. They were working in harmony for once. The kitchen was warm, the kettle was starting to hiss gently in the background, and they were surrounded by food. ‘She is very difficult,’ she acknowledged.


     Cathy’s voice was still quiet and confidential. ‘I don’t know how you cope with her. Do you know, in all her eight years she’s never once looked me in the eye.’


     Connie started buttering again, spreading generously, making sure all the edges of the bread were covered. ‘Actually, I did try to talk to the doctor once, when she was younger. I thought she might be autistic.’


     ‘And?’


     ‘He laughed at me. He said if I’d seen the kind of autistic children he had to treat, I wouldn’t have suggested anything so ridiculous.’


     ‘Was that the same doctor I met here when Harriet had measles?’


     ‘Yes.’


     ‘He should have retired years ago. He’s far too old to be practising. Find a younger doctor who’s more up to date.’


     ‘He must know what he’s talking about,’ said Connie. ‘He’s a doctor.’


     ‘Ask to see a specialist.’


     The kettle boiled and Connie went over to lift it off the hot plate. ‘She’s not as bad as she used to be. She does talk to us now.’


     ‘She may talk to you. Not to me.’


     ‘No,’ said Connie. ‘You’re more – more unfamiliar.’


     ‘I’m her aunt. I’ve known her from birth.’


     ‘Yes – but she manages at school. They just say she’s quiet.’


     ‘Hmm.’ Cathy picked up her mug of tea. ‘Well, I suppose that’s something.’


     Footsteps were clattering along the corridor outside and Harriet came bursting in with her cousins.


     ‘Can we have a drink, Mummy?’ asked Judy.


     ‘Hey!’ said Philip. ‘Cakes.’


     ‘You keep your greedy fingers off them,’ said Cathy, pushing their hands out of the way. ‘You’ll spoil your supper.’


     ‘Oh,’ said Connie. ‘I nearly forgot. The shepherd’s pie needs to go in the oven.’


 


 


Connie and Roland invited everyone they knew to the party. Connie was proud of her renovation work, and she wanted as many people as possible to come and admire Audlands Hall. Roland was amenable, happy to reinforce his image as country squire. He invited work colleagues with their wives, and fellow managing directors he had met at the golf club. Connie invited mothers from school, old friends from university, acquaintances she had made in the village, the two single mothers who served in the Co-op, the butcher, the milkman. She liked the idea of extending the hand of friendship to people of different backgrounds. She wanted to be seen as generous, someone who was willing to share her good fortune with others. ‘You can stay the night,’ she told anyone who had to travel. ‘There are plenty of spare rooms.’
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