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Prologue

Even though she’d rehearsed the line over and over, it didn’t sound at all the way she wanted it to. The first word - her son’s name - was lost completely in a nervous swallow and she had to repeat herself to be heard.

‘I need to talk to you about something. Something important. ’

‘Oh yeah? So what have I done now?’ He looked up from the little galley kitchen, where he stood at the counter splashing milk into their coffees, and for a second he was five years old again: expectant of a telling-off but trusting that she would keep it fair, as she always did. ‘Don’t tell me you and Dad want the deposit for this place back already?’ And he grinned, back in the present again, droll and assured, confident she would never ask anything too painful of him.

‘Let’s sit down,’ she said. ‘It’s a big thing I need to say and it’s going to be a shock.’

He flicked a quick frown her way but remained silent as he brought the mugs to the coffee table - a battered old square of oak that had originally belonged to her sister, incongruously rustic in this city flat. As with many first homes, virtually everything in it had been donated by members of the family. When they’d delivered the table - along with an armchair and several  other bits and pieces - her husband had joked, ‘You can’t expect them to buy their own furniture, can you? Not with booze and cigarettes being so criminally expensive . . .’

But that day, only weeks ago on the calendar, already seemed in reality like it belonged to a different age. The time before she told him.

I shouldn’t have left it so long. I should have told him years ago.

He settled himself in the hand-me-down armchair, opposite her corner spot on the sofa; he was naturally graceful, had been since he was very young. She nodded her thanks for the coffee, but didn’t dare touch it for fear of her hands shaking and spilling it.

‘So, what’s up?’ he asked, innocent, beautiful.

Already she was anticipating the expression on his face of pure desolation, the plunge of his shoulders, the cries from his lips. She felt as if she carried his heart in her own ribcage: when his broke, hers broke.

How could she have expected anything less?

At last she drew a breath, her body reacting to the air as if for the first time, unfamiliar with it, hardly able to tolerate it.

‘It’s about Dad,’ she said.




Chapter 1

Saturday

Later Ginny would not believe that she had hardly noticed that first day how beautiful the lake was. And their position on it, right at the water’s edge, with the island of San Giulio placed picturesquely to the left. The view was almost too immaculately composed to be real, more like something in a painting where the artist had rearranged the elements to satisfy his personal laws of perspective.

It was a little piece of paradise, Adam said, quoting from the guidebook he’d been studying on the plane. Possibly the most perfect view in all of Italy - and didn’t that, by definition, also mean the most perfect view in the whole world? But Ginny didn’t absorb the concept any better than she absorbed the view, and she didn’t think fourteen days of it would make any difference, either.

Their rental had its own little garden on the lakefront, with a stone table and a set of four stools, each hewn roughly into the shape of a toadstool. There was also a pair of long, low curved wicker chairs, set at a delicate angle to one another as though intended expressly for convalescents. From her viewpoint at the window above, she judged that if you pulled one of those chairs to the edge of the grass, and leaned right over, you’d be close enough to the water to dip your fingers in. You  could dip your whole self in, actually; there was nothing to stop you rolling right off the chair and into the cold. Alternatively, you could do it properly: step up on to the stone ledge of the lake wall, stretch up your arms towards the skies and dive in. Swim right across the frame of that famous piece of paradise to the island itself.

She was fairly certain she wouldn’t have the energy for that, though. And even if she did, she didn’t think she would have the desire.

‘What d’you think?’ Adam asked, joining her at one of the two sets of French windows in the living room, which along with the oversized fireplace made the small room feel grander than it was. Ginny could tell that Adam was pleased, grateful even, for what they had found when they’d unlocked the door and climbed the steps. Holiday rentals were a leap of faith at the best of times and he’d been painstaking in his quest to find the right place for them. (Not trusting the Internet, he’d gone in person to a travel agency in West London that specialised in just this sort of thing: Hidden Italy, it was called.) Though she was sure she would have felt exactly the same wherever they’d gone, she didn’t think he could have borne the disappointment of an obscured view or a decaying interior. He may have looked the stronger of the two of them - in truth, he was the stronger - but that didn’t mean he wasn’t still fragile too, in his own way.

‘It’s lovely,’ she said, summoning a small show of interest. ‘I’ve never stayed in a boathouse before. It feels . . . peaceful.’

‘Yep, that’s the idea. Italy without the crowds. No queues, no cruise ships, no tour groups . . .’ He glanced about him for other notable absences. ‘No computer, no TV . . .’

No children.

But neither of them said that.

He set about opening the windows - ‘Let’s get some breeze into the place!’ - and the air that entered was much warmer than that inside, its softness unreal after the cool London rain.

‘I can’t believe we got here so quickly,’ Ginny said.

Adam looked as though he disagreed with that, but she was getting used to not trusting her own judgement and so didn’t press the point. Car, plane, taxi; all the dragging of luggage and standing in queues in between . . . it was possible that it had  been an arduous journey but she just hadn’t noticed. These days, hours passed and she could not account for them. She wondered if it was because she didn’t want time to pass; she wanted to hold it still before it took her too far from the day she counted as her happiest, the day before their lives capsized. April the fifth. And they’d been more than happy: they’d been euphoric.

Sometimes she thought it would have been better if the world had ended that day, or in the night, perhaps, as they slept, forever innocent.

‘Right, shall we unpack?’ he asked, briskly. Then, seeing her expression, ‘I can do it if you want to rest?’

‘No, I’ll help.’

She followed him into the boathouse’s only bedroom, which was even smaller than the living room, sharing as it did its half of the space with an access corridor to the external steps that led directly to the garden (the proper entrance was to the other side of the building, on the public lane). The room was lowerceilinged, too, the walls wood-panelled, and all there was for lighting was a small, shaded lamp. Perhaps you were supposed to (want to) manage with candlelight alone, for the space had obviously been decorated with romance in mind. There were smooth white linens on the polished wooden bed, fresh flowers in a blue jug on the table, and at the window nothing but a length of that soft sheer muslin that seemed to move without any discernible draught, as if weightless. This was Italy, however, and the bathroom raised eyebrows, being as it was bath-free; little more than a showerhead, a basin and a loo. Not even one of those half-length sit-in baths you sometimes got in  hotels. At home Ginny had got used to spending hours in the bath, often letting the water rise up to her chin, the trickling of the overflow at her feet enough to lull her to sleep. If she timed it well, she could get out, put on a towelling robe, and slip into bed without fully gaining consciousness. She was dismayed that that trick wasn’t going to be possible here.

‘Come on,’ Adam said, from behind the lid of the suitcase. ‘It won’t take long and we’ll be glad we did it properly.’

They began transferring their clothes to the wardrobe and drawers, and when it was done he found a cupboard by the front door big enough to store the empty luggage. He had become noticeably more thorough of late - some might say obsessively so - eking out practical tasks for as long as he could and often lining up the next in advance in order to avoid being faced with too long a break in concentration. Ginny was the opposite: formerly the organised one of the two, she no longer cared what went where or how anything looked. Live out of a suitcase for two weeks; wear the same clothes every day; trip over a pile of shoes each time you came into the room: what did it matter? It didn’t change a thing.

Though they’d finished their unpacking, Adam continued to take short, cautious paces around the room, a cat processing the dimensions of a new home. Watching from the bed, she wondered if he had also noticed that the cabin-like intimacy that made this place so romantic might in their case make it claustrophobic.

At last his gaze came to settle on her as if it could be avoided no longer. ‘I might go into the village and explore. It’s only a ten-minute walk along the lake path, I reckon. Do you want to come?’

With effort, Ginny rose to her feet, pulled back the wispy drape at the window and eyed once more the little garden, those invalids’ wicker chairs. ‘I think I’ll stay here and read for a while. But we’ll go out for dinner later, shall we?’

‘Absolutely.’ Adam nodded, pleased with this evidence of initiative on her part. ‘I’ll check out some places while I’m gone. Though I’m sure someone told me they eat donkey meat in the mountains . . . What’s “donkey” in Italian?’

She had no idea and didn’t answer - that was something else she’d lost, the ability to keep a conversation going beyond the required exchange of information - and, used to this, he abandoned talk and came to kiss her goodbye. As he did so, she stood quite motionless, hardly even blinking. It was only when she’d heard his steps on the wooden stairs and the lower door pulled shut behind him that she allowed her body to stir again, as if waiting for an intruder to leave the premises before daring to emerge from her hiding place.

Crazy behaviour; incomprehensible.

She couldn’t face the paperback Adam had chosen for her at the airport and instead picked up a folder marked ‘Location Pack’ that had been left on the breakfast bar in the kitchen. Settled in one of the garden seats, she squinted as the sun bounced off the white pages:
Dear Mr and Mrs Trustlove,

Welcome to the boathouse at Villa Isola, Orta’s beloved Arabian-style folly - we know your stay here will be a happy one! Lago d’Orta is probably the least known of the Italian lakes, little sister of the more famous Garda, Maggiore and Como . . .





After managing only two sentences, Ginny closed the folder again. These days reading hurt her eyes, exactly as if she were still learning the technicalities of it and the effort overtaxed her brain. And the sunlight was so powerful here! It felt like they were on the equator. She supposed that explained the clusters of dark heads she could make out near the far shore, bobbing above the surface of the water alongside something bright and  flashing. Adam had packed her a swimsuit, though she didn’t intend to wear it. Seeing her body, all stretched and misshapen, was unendurable enough in private without having to display it to other people as well.

She never looked in a full-length mirror now; she rarely looked at her face, either, only in the mornings to check she hadn’t smeared herself with toothpaste. She didn’t need a mirror to tell her that her once artfully cropped and highlighted hair had been replaced months ago by a badly made nest - fitting, perhaps, given the crow’s feet now established around her eyes. As for those eyes, they were strange, spiritless things, the blue re-blended to a drabber shade, the windows to this particular soul quite blacked out.

Remembering her earlier thought, she reached her arm towards the water. She’d been right: it was close enough to touch. She brought her face as near to the surface as possible without sending her chair toppling sideways, then, straightening again, felt herself consumed by a spinning sensation - she even lost her vision for a few seconds. But that was nothing to worry about: dizziness was a known symptom. She was familiar with the full list, as well as with the order in which they might be expected to come. What the experts didn’t tell you, however, was that sometimes you got all the symptoms at once, in one huge chemical whoosh that knocked you off your feet. That was when you needed your bath and the warm water up to your neck and the merciful loss of pain that came with it. It was the closest you could get to not feeling.

Eyes half-closed, she watched a pair of white butterflies dance above the tall rushes on the far side of the boathouse. A fact popped into her head, where from she didn’t know, though it was possibly from Adam himself: the average lifespan of an adult butterfly is two weeks. Was that true? And there was something with an even shorter natural span than that, though she couldn’t remember its name. Something very simple that  lived in the water. Maybe there was one in the lake out there, swimming about at this very moment, oblivious to its own brevity.

That was the one saving grace in all that had happened, she thought: you never knew.

After that, she must have dozed. When Adam came back, the fresh infusion of enthusiasm the expedition had given him was clear in his whole demeanour. He bounced on the balls of his feet as he spoke, he used his hands to help describe the piazza and the steep cobbled streets and the little chapels on the hilltop; he even smiled. ‘This place is incredible, Ginny! And you know what? I think we must be in the original boathouse of the funny villa we saw from the road. D’you remember: that pink and green thing with the watchtower? I didn’t realise they were connected when we arrived because we’ve got separate entrances, but it’s right there behind the trees. It makes sense now, what the agent said about sharing a jetty.’

Ginny gestured to the information pack. ‘It tells you about the villa in here . . .’ she began, but he was stepping past her, speaking over the top of her.

‘That must be where this gate leads to. I wondered why it was there . . .’ And he was already through it, closing it carefully behind him with that air he’d always had - and had not lost - of wishing to be above all else a good citizen, and now she could see only the upper part of him, his arms still gesturing eagerly as he reported to her what he was seeing.


He’s behaving as if I’m blind, Ginny thought, or disabled. He’s my carer. She pulled herself to a standing position and looked beyond him to a broad sweep of lawn, finished at the lake’s edge with a row of horse chestnut trees whose overlapping branches created a long, inviting canopy of shade. There was a private jetty, too, modest but well-kept. She couldn’t see the villa itself, but whoever it belonged to had a park-sized piece of waterfront, the boathouse allotted only the tiniest corner of it.

Adam came to a halt with his back to the lake and his face upturned. ‘Wow, come and look at this! It’s not a house, it’s a palace! Looks empty, though, which is just as well because we want to be alone, don’t we? Shall we sneak up and have a nose around?’

It was only when he added, ‘Oh, Ginny,’ and came rushing back through the gate towards her that she understood that she had sunk back into her chair and begun crying. In a trice he was kneeling on the ground by her side, forcing her right arm against the hard edge of the wicker as he pressed her to him in an awkward hug.

‘We will get through this,’ he murmured, ‘I promise we will. Coming here was definitely the right thing to do.’

He held her for a little longer, telling her he loved her. The way Ginny heard it, it was I love you, with that sorrowful emphasis on the ‘I’, as if he were only confirming what she already understood: that everyone else in the world had deserted her.




Chapter 2

Sunday

‘Right, crew, everyone strapped in? Then, let’s go! Andiamo!’

Bea watched her husband grip the gear stick as if shaking the hand of an old friend. He was effervescent with bonhomie, jerking the huge rental vehicle towards the airport exit as if there was nothing in the world he’d rather do than drive on the wrong side of the road among the world’s most dangerous lunatics. Had it been she at the wheel, she’d be turning it with her fingers crossed, genuflecting at every amber light, but not Marty. He was one of those people who treated driving as a sport, no lesser in the pleasures it gave than skiing or sailing or sex. The Italian roads held no horrors for him: the narrow lanes that needed cats’ whiskers to judge, the sudden plunges into dark tunnel followed by re-entry into blinding sunshine, the  autostrada system that required cars to line up like greyhounds at their gates - all of it he relished.

Naturally the children had been infected by his energy, just as they used to be on holidays when they were small. He’d been acting like a man possessed from the moment they’d assembled at Gatwick, slapping backs, squeezing shoulders, demanding high fives, even at one point lifting Pippi into the air in some sort of ice dance move (she was heavier than Esther but, still, Daddy’s girl was Daddy’s girl). His facial expressions were  super-animated, too, exactly the way photographers liked - ‘That was great, but this time can everyone look a lot more excited!’ - as if the trip were being shot for their next catalogue. As they checked in, she saw people looking over from the adjoining desks, certain he must be someone.

And so he was.

Not entirely immune herself, even after twenty-plus years of him, Bea forced herself to turn from his determined profile and smile over her shoulder at her two daughters in the seats behind. You’d never have guessed at a glance that Esther was the elder by three years, partly because of the way she chose to dress but mostly because of the way her sister did. Esther’s approach to clothing was that she might be asked at any time to tackle an assault course (though, to Bea’s knowledge, she never had) and she’d opted therefore for running tights, T-shirt and a fleece that Bea happened to know was named ‘Velocity’. Pippi, on the other hand, believed that few locations in life offered so extensive a captive audience as an international airport and had chosen for her public a sleek, elongating black dress, high-heeled roman sandals (if that wasn’t a contradiction in terms) and enough silver jewellery to have stirred grumbles several men deep in the queue for the security scanners.

Dom sat alone at the back, alongside an arrangement of suitcases and garment hangers and - Marty’s idea, not hers - a full-size Sale-branded parasol. She had only a partial view of her son’s face and had not yet been able to catch his eye this journey, but she knew quite well that of the three siblings he had to be the least excited by his father’s performance today, the least inclined to play happy families. They were lucky he had come along at all and the possibility of him bolting back to London was even stronger than that of Marty’s doing it (which was saying something: if you wanted to be statistically correct about it, four in the last five holidays had been interrupted in this way). But she wouldn’t think about that, not now, not before  they’d even reached the hotel. She would wait to see her room with a view before allowing her worries re-entry; she would wait to test the quality of the mattress before surrendering once more to the sleepless nights. And, who knew, maybe it would work out all right. Maybe she could find a way to talk to Dom again, to persuade him to let her soothe his fears.

‘I think it’s time for a clue,’ Marty announced, and as he turned his face her way (her eyes would not have left the road so easily), there was an extra inch to that broad, devilish grin of his. It was a while since she’d seen him enjoy himself like this and, despite herself, she felt her heart respond. Habit, she told herself, that was all.

‘Oh yes? Go on then, put us out of our misery.’

Chuckling at her choice of words, he glanced at the overhead mirror. ‘You too, Esther.’

Esther leaned forward between the seats. ‘Me too, what?’

‘“Me too, what?”’ Marty mimicked her suspicious tone as if there could be nothing more uproarious (he was not one of those men who treated his family less charmingly than he did strangers; they, too, could expect to receive the full force of his charisma). ‘OK, so here’s the clue: you two will be doing a lot of cooking where we’re going.’

‘Cooking? Really? Oh.’ Esther sat back, noncommittal, before at once moving forward again, now groaning deeply. ‘God, Dad, don’t tell me we’re going to be filmed running a B&B or something horrendous like that?’

‘No way am I making cappuccinos for a bunch of morons,’ Pippi put in, in a voice that meant business. ‘I can tell you right now I won’t sign the release form.’

Marty guffawed. ‘Who said anything about you, Pipkins? You lot are hilarious! Why would I take you to Italy to make you run a B&B? I did tell you this was supposed to be a dream  holiday, didn’t I? Anyway, you know we don’t do that reality TV crap. Do you see Melissa in the car behind?’

Unable to help it, the three women looked, as if Melissa’s black Mini might really be tucked behind them in the fast lane of the autostrada. Melissa was head of press and PR at Sale and Bea liked her as much for her honest lack of sexual attraction to the boss as for her excellent professional skills. But, sure enough, it was not she who tailed them but a young man with very high hair in a very low Alfa Romeo, clearly angling to undertake.

‘Seriously, if your expectations are this low . . .!’ Marty gave Bea another wicked smile. ‘You know what? I might just let you all wallow a bit longer . . .’

‘Oh, Marty, come on, this isn’t fair. We’re here now, so you might as well tell us.’

‘No. You won’t get another word out of me.’

‘I can’t bear this,’ Pippi moaned. ‘I need to get where we’re going so I can charge my phone. Are we nearly there yet, Dad?’

Her father exploded with fresh laughter. ‘She said it! Did you hear that, Bea? The Pipster said it! Now I can relax. No family holiday can get underway without that time-honoured question! ’

Which would almost certainly be featured in the next spring/summer marketing campaign. But Bea had to hand it to him. Not once had he given away his big surprise. It was only at check-in that she’d been told it was Italy at all, though the children seemed to know that much, at least. Until then he’d dismissed her requests for information with cries of, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll do the packing!’ or, ‘Just trust me!’ (a big ask if ever there was one, though she’d resisted pointing this out, given the circumstances). And whatever else was going on this summer, she could not deny him - or herself - the pleasure of a holiday with just the five of them, maybe, certainly, their final one as a family. They hadn’t managed it for the last three years, after all, not since Dom left for university in the same year that Esther began her gap year, not since Marty’s schedule had begun to  resemble nothing so much as the foreign secretary’s. No, the prospect of a full configuration of Sales in the same car with suitcases packed, schedules cleared, and friends and partners sidelined seemed to Bea little short of an act of God (or an act of Marty Sale - you’d be forgiven for thinking they were the same thing).

Having left the motorway and passed through a couple of country towns rapidly enough for her not to have caught their names, they came to a left turn signposted ‘Lago d’Orta’ and she willed Marty to flip down the indicator and take it. But instead he turned right, following a narrow road through woodland towards a place she’d never heard of. She sensed him glancing quickly across at her and re-set her face in an expression of expectant pleasure. That was a shame, though; from the moment the destination airport had been revealed to be Milan, she’d hoped it might be Lake Orta they were heading for. They’d been to its neighbour Como a few years ago, to a stylish villa with its own speed boat and kayaks, and one of those small, slim pools that had a current you could activate with a switch. It hadn’t been long before Marty had the kids - and a handful of locals he’d drawn into his games - taking part in some sort of competition involving split-second timings and medal tables.

They’d visited Orta only as an afterthought, a day trip towards the end of the break when water sports had ceased to thrill, and instantly Bea had wished they’d spent the whole two weeks there. It was small and green and tranquil, more like the English Lake District than glamorous, dramatic Como. It also had that sense of melancholy she hadn’t realised until then she liked so much, that feeling you got when a place had been forgotten by all but the tourist minority. They’d parked in the main town, little more than a village really, and been taken across the water to a little island where they’d seen the convent where nuns still lived, and had a drink on a terrace overhanging the lake.

What she remembered most, however, was a building she’d spotted on the return crossing, visible only from the water and for a brief few moments. It was a bona fide folly, a miniature oriental palace decorated in green and pink. Among the classical, biscuit-coloured villas with their contrasting - but always tastefully just-so - coloured shutters it had stood out, a funny face among the gracious ones, the only one with its tongue sticking out.

Perhaps they could manage another day trip to Orta, she thought, if they weren’t heading too much farther. Being clueless was beginning to lose its charm.

‘Apparently the weather is going to be amazing,’ Marty said, narrowing his eyes at the particularly chaotic junction ahead. ‘They’ve had heavy rains for the whole of the last week and now it’s all green and not nearly so humid. Hopefully that means the mozzies won’t be out in such force.’

It was as though he controlled the elements from on high. Zeus Sale. Bea imagined them arriving at the hotel in the same blistering heat that was making the road blur and shimmer through the windscreen before them, only for a perfect breeze to start up from thin air, pools of heavenly shade materialising everywhere they stepped.

Once, in an interview, her husband had been asked to say in one word what he considered to be the secret of his success, the secret of any business success as phenomenal as his. Without needing to think about it, he’d chosen ‘timing’. She should not have been surprised, then, when he’d announced this holiday. As timing went it was immaculate, nothing short of brilliant, for it was the only thing he could have done - bar, perhaps, a revelation of terminal illness - to keep her in the marriage. She had made her decision as long ago as March and had mentally prepared herself for an announcement in July, just as soon as Pippi’s exams were safely over - about now, in fact. (Of course, the irony was that Marty knew nothing of these private machinations;  he thought they were doing just fine. That was the true genius of timing - it was nothing to do with experience or strategy, it was a sixth sense, a gift.)

How often they’d talked about it in the past, how it would feel when little Pippi took her A-levels, the last hurdle in the sprint to independence for the youngest of their family. The last eighteenth: everyone knew that was when parenthood moved into its next phase (and its next phrase, one which Bea hated with a passion: empty nest). But as the landmark approached, she had been reluctant to resurrect the talks, fearful they might run her own decisions off course, and she’d been grateful when Marty appeared simply to have forgotten. After all, with Pippi set on a career in fashion, she’d be working in the same industry as him, perhaps even, eventually, for the Sale brand itself; it wasn’t the same as losing her completely.

But he had remembered, he had known, and he’d come up with this magical mystery tour.

‘I know I’ve neglected you lately,’ he’d said. Marty did that naturally, without guile, spoke of Bea and the children as a single organism (a habit that had not helped when it came to discussing their marriage). ‘With everything taking off in the States, it’s been impossible to think about anything else this year. Well, I’ve just told Ed I’m taking you away. I’ve cleared the diary. Two weeks, a proper holiday.’

‘When?’ Bea asked.

‘The weekend after next.’

‘What?’ They were supposed to be visiting friends in Ireland then; the flights had been booked months ago, with Bea scheduled to go for a week and Marty, if he could manage it, two nights. None of the children were to be involved, though Pippi had said she might tag along with her father if she had nothing better to do. ‘What about Tom and Julia?’ she asked. She felt cross at being ambushed like this at exactly the time she intended to start freeing herself. Though she didn’t say so, she  had fully expected him to pull out of the Ireland weekend owing to work pressures.

‘Cancelled.’ He made a chopping gesture with his right hand, a magician who could make things appear - and vanish - with a single flourish.

Bea began to protest. ‘But we can’t do that to them, it’s much too late to—’

‘Don’t worry,’ he said, shrugging (it was a myth that powerful men expressed their authority in brawn and bluster; in her experience, they were more likely to command with a twitch of the shoulders). ‘They were cool about it when I explained.’

‘Explained what, Marty?’

His eyes bulged with mischief. ‘Where I’m taking you, of course. Believe me, you’re going to be seriously chuffed.’

She was certainly seriously amazed, for he had not arranged a holiday for the family in its whole history. The occasional weekend, yes, back in the early days, when you had to have a break from small children if you were to be stopped from throwing yourself out of a window and yet couldn’t hope to organise it yourself because you spent eighteen hours a day wading through laundry and bottles and nappies and the remaining six in the sweaty purgatory that passed for sleep. He’d taken her to the Cotswolds, to the Kent coast, even to Paris once. She remembered each weekend as a peculiar combination of blissful release and aching loss, and sex, too, the kind that combined catching-up with storing-up; the kind that, by the time Pippi came along, was more often than not the victim of cancellation (as were, eventually, the weekends themselves).

‘Look, we can’t just take off for two weeks and ignore everything in the diary,’ she said, fearful of his fun and games for all sorts of reasons. ‘This isn’t enough notice.’

That was when he produced his masterstroke. ‘It’ll be just us and the kids. No partners or friends, either. Just you, me, Dom,  Esther and Pips. We won’t even give the office the address or phone number.’

‘No partners?’ she said, doubtfully.

‘No partners.’ His conviction faltered then, just a fraction. ‘The girls are on board already.’

‘The girls, yes.’ Esther’s partner Vicky was working in Guatemala for the summer break, so that wouldn’t be an issue; Esther was joining her for part of August and was at a bit of a loose end until then, anyway. As for Pippi, she had the whole summer free before starting work for one of Sale’s suppliers for six months, followed by the half of her gap year that really mattered: the search for the world’s best beach. She had no boyfriend at the moment, had declared herself a bachelorette after a succession of local romances had fizzled out (‘local’ was her own adjective, as if it were only a matter of time before her love life went international). But Bea knew not to be worried by this. Pippi was like her father: a part of her would be a bachelor even when she was deeply in love with someone.

No, it was Dom who was the tricky one, the cause of that rare hiccup in Marty’s self-belief. There was no way he would be willing to be parted from his girlfriend Chloë, who, it was taken as read these days, joined them for all family events, including holidays. What was more, the two had recently moved into a flat-share with university friends; whisking Dom off for a fortnight when they’d just started living together was unthinkable.

And so it proved - at first. Unlike his sisters, Dom was not on board, and his father was staring a stranger in the face: failure. Then, just days before their departure, Bea had had that distressing conversation with her son, the one that had left them in a state of utter stalemate. She had never imagined he would change his mind and come to Italy, not until Chloë stepped in and urged him to do just that, to get away from London and take some time with his family, think things through. And Marty, without knowing why, had his last acceptance.

‘Almost there,’ Marty said, sing-song cheerful, and she began to pay attention to the route again. The signs were saying ‘Orta San Giulio’, which was confusing since they’d surely missed the turn a while back and headed in the opposite direction. Her own internal navigation system had placed them somewhere in the countryside above Turin but, no, here was a sign with three curved white lines on blue - the lake - and now they were turning towards it.

‘Didn’t you just take the road away from Orta?’ she asked her husband, mystified. ‘How did we get back again?’

‘Insider tip,’ he said, smugly. ‘The sign we passed is just for freight. Locals take the road through the woods.’ As he spoke he braked smoothly on the left-hand side of the road, where a pair of grand iron gates stood at the foot of a pale cobbled driveway. The words ‘Villa Isola’ were visible on the wall in raised script, and, smaller and more official-looking, Proprieta privato.

There was a sudden exclamation from behind - ‘Is this it?’ - and Pippi was craning over her sister for a better view. ‘Dad, this place is completely crazy!’

‘Hmm, as hideaways go it’s not very discreet,’ Esther added in obvious delight.

Puzzled, Bea reached across Marty’s body and rolled down his window. In a glorious instant she felt heat begin to melt her make-up and curl her hair. ‘Oh my God,’ she said, softly. Beneath her, his body remained still and cool in anticipation.

It was the villa, the one she had been so fascinated by all those years ago. She’d thought she’d never see it again but here it was in all its fairytale flamboyance: three storeys of mullioned windows, horseshoe arches, lacy fretwork and pink and green paintwork, the whole confection topped, as if by a celebratory birthday candle, by a minaret. The gates pulled back - how? None of them had pressed anything - and as the car curved towards its parking spot, you could get a better sense of the size  of the grounds, which were home to what must have been hundreds of trees, among them larch, palm, fir and lemon. A series of terraces led to a wide green lawn, with a row of trees shading the water’s edge, and beyond was the view from a Canaletto: the island, a little piece of Venice floating in the middle of the lake.

‘So is this a cookery school or something?’ Esther asked. She’d clearly been working on her father’s ‘clue’ these last few miles.

Marty shook his head. ‘No, you’re going up the road for that, to the famous Casa Mista. This is where we’re staying. We’ve got it completely to ourselves for two weeks.’

‘It’s enormous,’ Pippi said, laughing. ‘How many bedrooms are there?’

‘Seven. And eight bathrooms. And three sun terraces. Oh, and its own private beach on the lake. There’s no boat, but we can sort that out easily enough.’

Squealing like infants, Esther and Pippi began unclasping their belts and pulling open the car doors. There were even signs of life from Dom in the back, a widening of the eyes as he too absorbed the magnificence of the edifice in front of them.

Still seated, Marty turned to Bea, his face aglow with the excitement of the reveal. ‘You don’t want to know what I had to do to get this place.’

He was right: she didn’t want to know.




Chapter 3

Sunday

The first day they took the ferry to the island. Adam said you should never leave the main sight till last; it had to be explored at the outset or its mystery would only grow and lead to tourist anticlimax. (He warned of this as one might tennis elbow, a muscular affliction with lasting effects.)

There was no mystery as far as Ginny was concerned, but it didn’t matter because she had already decided to go along with his schedule of sightseeing, at least at first. That was the whole point of this trip, after all: long enough after the event for the raw pain to have begun to fade (supposedly; but could three months really be considered long enough? Could three years?), it was time for the beauty of the mountains and lakes to work its magic and restore their faith in life. Lessons in loss number one: find a slice of paradise and explore it to the point of exhaustion, the point at which weariness generates an energy all of its own and, if you’re lucky, recharges your heart.

Yes, if she let Adam think she was submitting to the programme in the early part of each day then he might be more willing to leave her to her lakeside trance later on. He might choose to enter it with her, of course, reading or snoozing in the adjacent chair, but she doubted that enough to already be thinking of the late afternoon as time to herself. And she also knew  precisely how she would spend it, the same way she did her private time at home: she would pick herself a particular hour from that world-altering week in April and she’d replay it in her head minutely - literally, minute by minute. Whenever she did this she would, without exception, remember moments she’d forgotten until then, precious, hidden details. It was like re-watching an episode of a very complicated drama series and spotting peripheral elements you’d missed the first time. She knew what they called this in therapy: ‘revisiting’ - a term the special counsellor at the hospital had introduced them to. But for Ginny the word was all wrong, with its connotations of pleasurable expectation. You could revisit a favourite place - the Italian Lakes, for example - but you could not revisit what she had lived through.

‘It’s so beautiful, isn’t it?’ Adam said, as the ferry - hardly bigger than a private launch - skimmed the short stretch from Piazza Motta to Isola San Giulio, making a perfect V on the surface of the lake behind them. ‘So ancient. I mean, how long has this body of water been here? It really puts things into perspective, doesn’t it?’

‘Hmm.’

He’d already said something similar when they walked down Via Olina, the narrow cobbled lane that counted as one of Orta’s main thoroughfares and where the buildings had every appearance of being untouched by the renovating zeal that had transformed their own neighbourhood in London (did any of the hotels here have bath tubs, she wondered?). She wished he wouldn’t feel the need to spell out the message quite so frequently. Not only did she not agree with it - nothing put things into perspective; being on the moon wouldn’t put things into perspective - but it also made her feel guilty, because he was concentrating so devotedly on her when she could spare so very little for him.

‘Please don’t worry so much about me,’ she’d said, weeks  ago, when the rhythms of grief were still new to them. ‘You’ll forget about yourself.’

‘It’s harder for you,’ he said. ‘I realise that.’

‘It’s not harder,’ she said, ‘but it’s different, I suppose.’

Different because it was harder, but you couldn’t say that to your fellow unconsoled. In any case, he was right about something: it did help to be somewhere else, anywhere else, because nothing could be worse than being at home in their flat, where a stranger could step through the door and know at once that something terrible had taken place. It was as if the walls themselves ached. The confusing thing was that she missed it at the same time, not the way it was when they’d left it yesterday morning, but before that, before everything happened. She missed the smell of expectation, the clean corners of a newly prepared nest. Most of all she missed the little ritual she’d established there and which could not be reconstructed here. Every morning as soon as she was up she’d go into the room next to theirs and open the blind, sometimes the window, too, to let in the morning air, to start the day. Then, at night, she’d go back in and wind the blind down again, ready for bedtime.

Sleep well, darling.

 



The island looked better from the mainland than it did when you were actually on it. The famous convent Adam had told her about was strictly off-limits, its buildings and lush tropical gardens protected by high walls and railings with heads shaped like sharpened spears. (She wasn’t sure what she had expected: to be able to join the nuns in prayer?) There was just a single loop of narrow path for the tourists to follow, and this brought you back to where you started long before you expected to get there - another disappointment. The way was broken only by the occasional track down to the water where you might see a boatman smoking a cigarette in the sunshine or talking on his phone. Other than the sisters, no one seemed to live here.  Notices declared the route a Way of Silence and called at frequent intervals for reflection and contemplation, but as if in rebellion the other tourists kept up a ceaseless stream of chatter.

‘Nuns make people feel uncomfortable,’ Adam told Ginny.

‘But we haven’t even seen one.’

‘It doesn’t matter, it’s the whole idea of them. It’s like people think something awful must have happened for them to have chosen a life of seclusion.’

Ginny considered this. ‘Well, hasn’t it?’

‘Maybe, yes.’ His expression was earnest, as it often was these days when he answered her questions. It was as if he’d been told (and perhaps he had) that he must never dismiss her views out of hand, however bitterly they were expressed and regardless of his own feelings. ‘But not necessarily. I don’t see why someone can’t just really love God. There doesn’t have to have been a terrible tragedy.’

She couldn’t bring herself to answer that. She stared instead at the message in front of her: Nel silenzio accetti e comprendi. The English was given below: In the silence you accept and understand. She thought of all the ways in which people might apply this to their own situations - it was a catch-all, like a horoscope - and then she thought of its total inadequacy in respect of her own.

The old basilica, open to the public, housed the remains of St Julius and, fittingly, smelled of death. Ginny refused to climb down the stone steps into the crypt and so Adam went to look on his own. All she could see from her pew at the top was wooden surfaces crowded with lit votive candles; it was so still down there the flames weren’t moving at all.

‘He’s got very small feet,’ Adam reported on his return, drawing a guffaw from a nearby American in yellow trousers and a tight-fitting polo shirt.

‘They built them different in those days.’ He grinned.

‘Didn’t they just,’ Adam said, and both the phrasing and the  tone - jocular and matey - made Ginny feel irritated with him, then at once guilty for having begrudged him his moment of ‘normal’ interaction. His attempts to take part in the everyday, her resentment of those attempts and the guilt that followed: it was becoming a pattern.

‘Can we go now?’ she asked him, her voice weak and dry. It was so airless, she felt as if she were breathing cobwebs, and yet no one else seemed to be having this reaction. In all directions, tourists went about inhaling and exhaling as easily as if they were standing in an open meadow.

‘I just want to look in the souvenir shop,’ Adam told her, ‘I’ll meet you by the jetty.’

‘OK.’ She shuffled back to the landing-stage alone, hunted for a patch of shade. The sun was high, utterly unforgiving in its withering heat. All in all, she wasn’t sure she liked being on the island; it made her feel captive. Even at the point of departure, where you could clearly see the village on the lake’s eastern shore no more than a few hundred metres away, she felt overwhelmed by the idea that there might never be another ferry, she might never get back, stuck here for ever with the high walls and the spearheads and the candlelight that never flickered, the sun that never dimmed.

That was when she had her shaky moment, the shakiest to date, the one when she thought she might really be going mad. For as she looked back at the steps to the basilica, she saw a man approaching and found that though she knew that his name was Adam she did not know who he was. She had to remind herself that he was her husband by scanning each individual feature of his face - the strong nose and serious mouth, the light-coloured eyebrows that had thickened with middle age just as the hair above had thinned - and it was almost like working through a police photofit to build the face that sparked a memory. Then the words came into her mind, fully formed and with a frightening foreboding: I share something huge with this  man, something permanent, something terrible. Will it make us stronger or will it break us apart?


Because it was already beyond question that the third option - the easy, natural, optimistic kind of love they had shared until three months ago - was no longer open to them.

On the boat on the way back, Adam said, ‘There was a prayer in the crypt, pinned up by the casket. I picked up a copy from the shop.’ He held out a pamphlet, a single sheet of paper folded into three.

Ginny read the first few lines:

La mia fede è debole,  
La mia preghiera è povera:  
Sono preso da tanti affani,  
Ho bisogno di luce,  
Di aiuto e di conforto.






‘What does it mean?’ she asked him.

Adam didn’t know. ‘There wasn’t a translation.’

She looked again. ‘I like it. I like not knowing what it means.’

‘That’s what I thought. It’s just the way Italian sounds, isn’t it? It sounds right.’

For the rest of the crossing she clung on to the rail as if she expected to be tipped overboard at any moment, even though the water was still and smooth, the only waves the ones made by them.

 



Arriving back at the boathouse it was immediately obvious that there was something different about the place. Perhaps it was nothing more than a picking up of the breeze or a degree’s rise in air temperature, but it felt as if their little square of land had sprung shoots for the first time.

When she came outside after her shower, Ginny found that Adam had been spying on the main house from the dock. 

‘Gin, come and look, someone’s moved in. They’re setting up dinner on the terrace at the top. Very civilised.’

She went to join him. The villa was further away than she’d realised and further uphill, too, separated from the water by both the sloping lawn and a steep rise of terracing, but you could clearly make out the figure of a woman at the top, arranging place settings on a large circular table. The wide curved balustrade of the terrace and the woman’s precise, systematic movements gave her the air of a dresser preparing her stage for the evening’s performance.

‘Looks like she’s wearing some sort of overall,’ Adam said. ‘Must be a maid or a housekeeper. I suppose it makes sense that a house that size would be staffed.’

‘Yes.’ Ginny couldn’t think of anything worse - to have people fussing around, not allowing you to be yourself and scream and cry and beat your fists and . . . well, she supposed whoever it was who’d just arrived at the villa would be unlikely to be doing any of those things during their stay.


Please let them not have a baby, she pleaded, silently. That’s all I ask. And before she could stop she was busy torturing herself with a vision of the worst possible scenario: the newcomers were English, they were people she and Adam knew - no, worse, they were one of the couples from the same maternity ward as theirs, or the same antenatal group. Their baby was getting bigger every day, feeding well and holding his head up. Yes, they were finding it challenging, yes, it was mind-blowingly tiring, but already they couldn’t imagine life without him . . .

That would be the worst. And it would be almost as awful for the other couple as it would be for Ginny and Adam. One or the other of them would have to leave. By this time tomorrow, they’d be back in their flat in London.

But of course this sort of thinking was what they called catastrophising, another term she’d heard for the first time at the hospital (as if there could be any more catastrophic situation  than the one they were already in!). Besides, anyone wealthy enough to own or rent this huge place would not have been taking classes in an NHS teaching hospital as she and Adam had; they’d have been in one of those private maternity hospitals where they had movies on demand and wine lists, where catastrophe never occurred.

Later, coming back from dinner in the village by the upper road, they could hear voices as they followed the passageway down to their entrance, and she allowed herself to loosen her grip on her fears a little. All the voices - too many to pick out individually, but it was a group of six or so - were adult. It wasn’t concrete proof, but it would have to be enough for now.

They sat in the garden and sipped the brimming measures of the liqueur Adam had bought from the enoteca recommended by his guidebook. When he handed hers to her he lingered by her side as might a nurse who’d delivered a dose of medicine and wanted to be sure it got properly taken. Come on now, every drop . . . It was already clear to Ginny that part of her husband’s strategy for her, for both of them, was to deaden the pain with alcohol. She didn’t think it would work any more than the keeping busy with tourist activities did, but as a short-term measure it at least meant they could fall asleep more easily. (One thing everyone agreed on was that the nights were the worst, just before you fell asleep; those and the very first seconds of full consciousness in the morning, when you remembered again.)

As the light began to fade, her eyes were drawn naturally to the glowing windows and loggias of the island in the distance, as if something might suddenly happen there - fireworks or orchestral music, perhaps. But the only signs of revelry were coming from the other direction, from the villa on the hill; high spirits released into the night air like party balloons, bobbing higher and higher. After listening for a while Ginny thought she could catch a rhythm to it - statement, protest, laughter - and wondered if it might be teasing, the good-natured teasing of a large  family or group of friends. Whatever it was it was exactly as if someone had switched on ‘happy holiday’ sound effects to remind them of the true purpose of a trip to Italy in July.

Adam, meanwhile, was producing his own ‘normal’ sound effects, thinking aloud about tomorrow’s schedule: ‘I thought maybe a big walk south . . . If we follow the lake around we’ll come to a village that’s supposed to have a good place for lunch.  And wine tasting. Oh, unless it’s one of those places that closes on Mondays . . .’

Suddenly his murmurs were interrupted: ‘Hello, I’ve been sent to see if you’d like to come up to the house for a drink!’

It was a girl’s voice, loud and bright and at close range - close enough to startle Ginny, who had been completely unaware of anyone approaching. She and Adam gazed towards the gate, towards the source of this abrupt invitation, their eyes searching the darkness for a clearer focus on the speaker’s face.

‘We’ve got plenty of good, honest local wine if you’re interested? ’ The absurd over-familiarity of the girl’s manner was only emphasized by a sound of laughter from the upper terrace, as if in direct response to her comment, though her words couldn’t possibly have been audible from such a distance. They must have followed her movements, Ginny thought, seen from her body language that she’d made contact. Had she been sent, then, or was this her own idea? She thought it very likely that whatever the reason for her arrival the joke was on them.

‘Er, thank you,’ Adam said, politely, ‘but we were just about to turn in for the night, actually.’

The girl reacted as if he’d made a hilarious quip, shouting out in delight: ‘“Turn in”? You make it sound like you’re confessing to a crime or something!’

‘That’s turning yourself in,’ Adam said, pedantically.

‘That’s the one!’

Sitting closer than Adam to the fence and her vision by now fully adjusted, Ginny had an excellent view of the girl. She was  blonde, her hair worn long in the snaking ropes favoured by the younger women in Ginny’s office (her colleague Tracey called it ‘bed head’ but it was a style that made Ginny think less of Sleeping Beauty than Medusa), and neat-featured rather than pretty. Though her demeanour was assured and worldly, the smoothness of her skin and the natural suppleness of her frame told Ginny she was probably still a teenager.

‘But it’s very nice of you to ask,’ Adam added, correctly.

Something occurred to the girl and she brought the fingers of one hand to her mouth. They, too, were smooth and slim and there was a large ring on her middle finger, made of components that moved and sparkled. ‘Oh God, I haven’t . . .? Oh, how  embarrassing!’

‘What?’

‘You’re not on your honeymoon, are you?’

‘No,’ Adam said, ‘no, we’re not.’

With an air of theatrical relief she let her fingers fall to her collarbone, delicately tracing its outline as if she’d never noticed her own clavicle before. As well as the ring, there were several silver bangles, falling together to form one solid gleaming cuff. ‘It’s just that the last people were. That’s what made me think . . .’

‘The last people? We thought you’d just arrived today?’ There was a slight sharpness to Adam’s tone; it had meant something to him that they had got here first. A stake claimed - for that famous view, perhaps.

‘Oh, we have, yes,’ the girl agreed, ‘we came this afternoon. What I mean is when we came to the lakes a few years ago there was a cottage in the grounds a bit like this and the couple who stayed there were on their honeymoon. They were Americans. We got to know them quite well, actually.’

She was either naturally very open or temporarily drunk on her ‘honest’ wine, for she continued to chatter without further prompt or encouragement. ‘Mum totally fell in love with this  place, but when she looked into it for the next summer she was told it’s never available. It’s rented by the same people every year, literally from June to September. We never found out who it was, but it was obviously someone pretty important. I thought maybe Berlusconi? Or Brad Pitt? I hope not, because I would have hated to have missed him. But Esther saw George Clooney in Bellagio. He’s a bit old, though, and anyway Esther’s the last person who’d go for him . . .’ She spoke as if Ginny and Adam knew who this Esther was and why George Clooney might not be to her taste. Her head tilted thoughtfully as she added, ‘Yeah, I expect they booked your place as well for security reasons. You probably only got it because we got ours.’

Adam frowned. Vaguely Ginny recalled him saying the boathouse had come up at the eleventh hour, the travel agent having offered him first refusal just as he’d despaired of ever finding the perfect hideaway for them. ‘So you obviously did manage to get the villa then?’ he asked.

The girl nodded vigorously. ‘Yeah, that’s because Dad sorted it. He knew Mum was still dreaming about it and he decided it was time to act.’ Again there was that sense of assumption that the two of them should understand at once why ‘Dad’ should succeed where others had failed. ‘Well, if you’re sure you won’t come up? Maybe another night?’

‘Sure. How long are you here for?’ Adam spoke in the kind of neutral tone that Ginny knew masked keen interest.

‘Two weeks, supposedly.’

‘“Supposedly”?’

‘Well, the rest of us, but I don’t reckon Dad will last that long. Not all in one go, anyway. He’s way too obsessed with work. Esther predicts he’ll be gone by Friday.’

‘I see,’ said Adam.

No doubt in debt to the deep measure of liqueur she’d just drained, Ginny couldn’t help being rather charmed by the girl and her stream of consciousness. Despite herself, she found elements  of it intriguing. All right, her casual sense of entitlement - her family took the main estate while lesser mortals were consigned to cottages and boathouses - was not so attractive, but the fact that her father had ‘sorted’ the villa for her mother, well, it was romantic. Ginny glanced at Adam to gauge his expression. It was either fascinated or irritated, she couldn’t tell which.

‘Well, I shall leave you to it,’ the girl said, cheerfully. ‘Salute!’

They watched her withdraw, not back to the terrace but a little way along the waterfront to the far side of the pier, where the click of a lighter and a bright dot of orange indicated the event of a cigarette break. A faint plop made Ginny picture feet being lowered into the lake, though it was too dark now to be sure that they had. Then, all at once, the voice returned to them, fainter, of course, but feverish with excitement: ‘Milla! Hi, babes! Yeah, I know, I’m here. It’s gorgeous, we’re in this completely amazing villa, it’s like Arabian Nights or something! I know, I wish you could too, there’s so much space and we’re going to get so bored with just each other.’ There was a brief pause. ‘Not even Chloë, I know, incredible, but I reckon they’re having some kind of issue, y’know? He hasn’t even mentioned her name, it’s so weird. So, listen, did you get those silver flip-flops in the end?’

A sloshing sound and a general fading of excitement told them she was on the move again and out of earshot. Adam grimaced. ‘Great. They’re British, over-privileged, and within adequate range of a mobile phone mast. My favourite combination. ’

Ginny smiled. Her throat felt sticky and constricted from the liqueur, and when she spoke her voice seemed to have altered; it sounded thicker, more nocturnal. ‘She was sweet, I thought. And who were you expecting, anyway? It was obviously going to be someone super-rich - that place must cost a bomb to rent. Ten thousand pounds a week, I bet. Maybe even more. You’d  have to be a Berlusconi or a Brad Pitt.’ She was unexpectedly cheered by her little allusion, and by the sheer length of her speech, but Adam didn’t appear to have noticed either miracle.

‘I guess I was hoping it wouldn’t be anyone at all,’ he said, quietly, as much to himself as to her. ‘I’m not sure we can handle neighbours.’

And, as quickly as it had risen, Ginny’s new-found spirit subsided. For, once again, Adam’s was the ‘we’ of the doctor speaking on behalf of the patient.




Chapter 4

Monday

When Ginny married Adam there was undisguised relief among his family that he, the eldest sibling of four and by common consent the most hopeless, was finally ready to do what his two sisters and one brother had already done (and, indeed, were now in the process of raising to an art form): be a parent.

‘He’ll be a brilliant father,’ Karen, the bossiest, told her. ‘Kids  love him.’

Ginny had of course seen this first-hand. It was true that children of all ages were fascinated by Adam, which you might not have expected of someone so bookish and, in his own sweet way, physically awkward. It was his dispensing of strange animal facts and his weakness for revolting jokes that did it, she supposed, though she was not so sure that these skills automatically translated to outstanding fatherhood - or, indeed, to the desire to become a father in the first place. She knew there was a part of her new husband that was tempted to break the Trustlove mould, and not only for the hell of it, either. Though he loved his nieces and nephews, of course he did, he also associated them with noise and exhaustion, with checklists and schedules and the loading of heavy musical instruments into car boots; with fuss.

‘It’s never straightforward,’ he’d complain to Ginny, whenever arrangements were made for a family lunch. ‘It’s never,  “Let’s meet here at one o’clock and we’ll all be on our way by three.” Oh no, it’s always, “We might be a bit late because Izzy’s got cello,” or “We’ll have to leave half an hour early because Jack’s got two parties to go to.” They behave as if their children are going to have them shot if they make them miss anything.’

Ginny, who had no siblings of her own and to whom the child-centric world was quite new, saw it differently: it wasn’t the children who were driving all the activities, it was the mothers. To varying degrees, Adam’s sisters and sister-in-law were stage mothers, damned if they weren’t going to uncover the one thing at which each of their children shone and which might thus propel him or her to global (or at least school-wide) stardom. And it was all the more frightening because they each professed themselves guilty of not doing enough for their kids. The one with the cello-playing daughter, Samantha, was even learning it with her, for goodness’ sake, sitting alongside her in twice-weekly lessons as if she’d completely forgotten that she was the parent and not the pupil. As for Karen, she was known to keep French flashcards in the glove compartment of her car (Ginny imagined her holding one up every time they hit a red light, refusing to pull away again until the correct answer - sorry, la réponse juste - was presented). Whatever happened to a bag of Fox’s Glacier Mints?

Adam agreed that it was sheer madness. He could produce no insider evidence to disprove the suspicion that these women had no interests, no identity, beyond their family. ‘It’s the Trustlove way,’ he said, dryly. ‘A good name for a cult, eh?’

‘But what would happen if something went wrong?’ Ginny asked, in all seriousness. If a spouse left or a child rebelled or one of their own began to act outside her assigned role? Adam didn’t know, but she could form her own picture well enough: the women would simply shrink. They’d fold in on themselves, their life force removed, like something out of a sci-fi movie.
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