
		
			[image: 9781529420470.jpg]
		

	
		
			I’m Sorry You Feel That Way

		

	
		
			

			Also by Rebecca Wait

			 

			The View on the Way Down

			The Followers

			Our Fathers

		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			This ebook published in 2022 by

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			An imprint of

			 

			Quercus Editions Limited

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			An Hachette UK company

			 

			Copyright © 2022 Rebecca Wait

			 

			The moral right of Rebecca Wait to be

			identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any

			information storage and retrieval system,

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available

			from the British Library

			 

			Hardback ISBN 978 1 52942 044 9

			Trade Paperback ISBN 978 1 52942 045 6

			Ebook ISBN 978 1 52942 046 3

			 

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters,

			businesses, organizations, places and events are

			either the product of the author’s imagination

			or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

			actual persons, living or dead, events or

			locales is entirely coincidental.

			 

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			 

			www.riverrunbooks.co.uk

		

	
		
			

			For Chris and Iris

		

	
		
			Contents

			I’m Sorry You Feel That Way

			Also By

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			 

			1

			2

			3

			4

			5

			6

			7

			8

			9

			10

			11

			12

			13

			14

			15

			Acknowledgements

		

	
		
			1

			2018

			On the whole, they enjoy a funeral. Michael, because it appeals to his sense of ceremony, Hanna because she likes the drama, and Alice because it brings people together. Their mother, because it gives her a sense of achievement.

			Alice is early today, waiting at the entrance of the cremator­ium to greet people. It is her role in life to be early for things, just as it is Hanna’s to be late (or else not there at all, or else there when she shouldn’t be).

			‘It would be friendlier to wait outside,’ her mother says.

			‘But it’s raining.’

			‘This is a funeral, Alice,’ her mother says, as if this requires people to be wet.

			But since her mother has shown no sign of volunteering to wait in the rain with her, and has in fact now vanished, Alice stays where she is, loitering in the overheated entrance corridor that smells of disinfectant and damp wool and something else more cloying and elusive that Alice fervently hopes is not the scent of death.

			She has helped her mother to organize the funeral, or at least that seems to be the party line. In fact, Alice has done most of it alone, quietly liaising with the funeral directors, finalizing the order of service with the celebrant (a slightly odd title in the circumstances, Alice thinks) and booking the nearby Working Men’s Club for the wake. The refreshments have caused her the most worry, since she has very little idea who will be attending. She spent a Saturday a couple of weeks ago going through her aunt’s papers in the old house, finding a few addresses here and there (some without accompanying names), to which she sent out notes about the funeral. There were some telephone numbers too, so Alice was able to leave a couple of voicemails, spoke to one very nice man who denied all knowledge of her aunt, and a less nice woman who shouted at her and slammed the phone down. A few of her aunt’s neighbours have said they’ll come, mostly elderly people who have lived on the street since long before Alice’s grandparents died.

			Her aunt’s coffin is already in place at the front of the chapel. Alice’s mother didn’t want it being carried in ceremoniously in front of everyone. ‘Such an unnecessary fuss,’ she said. ‘And what if they drop it?’

			‘They won’t drop it,’ Alice said.

			‘They may do. Your aunt was not a light woman.’

			Alice, who had always tried to love her aunt, let this pass.

			The first few cars are pulling into the car park now. Through the rain-streaked panel of the door, Alice watches people emerge, and feels an anxious pang on their behalf: her old problem with arrivals. She has had difficulty arriving her whole life. As a child, being taken to a friend’s house to play (or worse still, for a party), or even to her grandparents’ house, she would feel the prickling, restless build of anxiety as the car pulled up, then the horrible plummet in her stomach as the engine was turned off (Hanna, meanwhile, would be striding ahead down the path, never looking back). The occasions themselves would usually be fine, and sometimes even enjoyable. But the chasm that exists between not being at a social gathering and being at a social gathering has always seemed vast to Alice, and yet must somehow be traversed in a few seconds.

			Alice can’t see Hanna among the arrivals. She heaves open the thick wooden door to welcome in a pair of elderly women she recognizes as her aunt’s neighbours, Mrs Linden and Mrs Jackson, the names coming back to her just in time. They exchange some remarks about the miserable weather, then Alice turns to greet the man who has come in after them. He is very thin, with a sparse comb-over, and is dressed in a light brown suede waistcoat, now speckled with darker spots of rain.

			‘I was an intimate friend of hers,’ he says, shaking Alice’s hand. Alice is slightly unsettled by the special emphasis he places on ‘intimate’.

			‘That’s lovely,’ she says. ‘Where did you meet?’

			He glances round him, as if afraid of being overheard. ‘Here and there,’ he says.

			This response does not seem to invite follow-up questions. ‘Did you know each other for a long time?’ Alice tries.

			‘Well. In a manner of speaking.’

			Alice is starting to find this exchange rather challenging, so she is relieved when her attention is claimed by a large woman she doesn’t recognize in a sparkly navy blazer, who comes through the door and presses her hand and says, ‘Hello love!’

			Alice says, ‘Hello. Thanks so much for coming.’

			‘Oh, not at all. Good to see you again after all this time.’

			This alarms Alice, since this new rival doesn’t look familiar to her. But the woman is staring at her expectantly and Alice doesn’t want to hurt her feelings, so she says feebly, ‘You too. Lovely to see you.’

			‘A sad day, this,’ the woman says.

			Alice agrees that it is. Mrs Linden and Mrs Jackson have moved on down the corridor now, but the intimate friend still hovers at Alice’s elbow. Alice hopes he won’t ask to be introduced. It strikes her suddenly that she doesn’t know his name either.

			She hazards to the woman, hoping for useful information, ‘How was your journey?’

			‘It was easy, love,’ the woman says. ‘You know we only live round the corner.’ One of the neighbours, Alice thinks triumphantly.

			Then the woman smiles. ‘Funny, you look just like him. God, but we’ll miss him, won’t we?’

			Now it dawns on Alice that there has been some kind of mistake, but she can’t think how best to address it.

			‘It’s uncanny actually,’ the woman says, peering at Alice more closely. ‘It’s like seeing him again, living in you. You have his eyes. And his nose – his famous nose! – and even his jawline.’

			Alice, beginning to feel this comparison does not flatter her, says, ‘Actually, I think—’

			But the woman cuts her off with, ‘Well, I must go and find Marjorie. She texted me saying she’s saved me a seat, and you know what she’s like.’

			Alice is left alone with her aunt’s friend in the waistcoat. She feels her humiliation has been compounded by being witnessed by him and tries to come up with a suitably casual, amused comment to carry the situation off, but before she can speak, the man says, ‘She seems nice. If you don’t mind, I’ll go in and sit down now.’

			Alice watches him go. She has been thrown into one of her spirals of self-recrimination and spends the next few minutes trying to retrace her conversational steps with the woman in the blazer to decide what she should have done differently. It seems likely that this will become one of those shame memories that haunt her in the middle of the night.

			She becomes aware now of being too hot, of the sweat that is already gathering at her armpits, dampening the thick material of her dress. The dress itself was a mistake, a panic buy from a few days ago. It had looked so elegant on the website, but when Alice studied herself in the mirror this morning, she seemed to be wearing a dark sack, the kind she imagines she might wear if performing penance in biblical times. And the material, so voluminous overall, is somehow too tight at the armpits, absorbing Alice’s sweat whilst also restricting the movement of her arms.

			She is too distracted by this cumulation of small disasters to notice Hanna sidling up behind her.

			‘I came in through the other door,’ Hanna says, when Alice turns and sees her. ‘Did you know there’s another chapel at the back? I almost ended up at the wrong funeral.’ She lowers her voice. ‘So . . . Where is she?’

			Alice says, ‘In the coffin at the front. They already brought her in.’

			Hanna gives a sharp laugh. ‘I meant our mother. Don’t get my hopes up.’

			‘I don’t know. We came together, but then I lost her.’

			‘How has she been today?’

			‘Quite cheerful.’

			‘God in heaven.’

			Alice puts her hands in the pockets of her dress, curling her fingers around the clump of tissues she placed in each one before setting off this morning. She says, ‘Was your journey OK?’

			‘Yes. You know. Long.’

			They are both silent for a moment.

			Hanna says, ‘Did you know this is our ninth funeral? As a family.’

			‘Can’t be.’

			‘It is. Look. Two sets of grandparents. Great Aunt May. Old Mrs Mulligan from across the road, who did not like us. Then Mr Mulligan the following year. Because we’d been such a success at Mrs Mulligan’s.’

			Alice says the last one, so Hanna doesn’t have to. ‘Dad.’

			‘So you see,’ Hanna says. ‘Quite an extensive list. People will start to ask questions.’

			Then she spots their mother coming out of the loos.

			‘Catch you later,’ she says, melting away down the corridor.

			‘See you,’ Alice says.

			It is their first conversation in four years.

			 

			Michael is the last to arrive, coming through the main entrance with the air of an important man who has been unavoidably detained. Most people have taken their seats in the chapel by this point, but Alice has lingered by the main door a while longer, waiting for last-minute arrivals. In total, there are four people from her aunt’s street, all elderly neighbours who had known Alice’s grandparents and still remember her aunt as a child. In addition to the neighbours, there are four friends of Alice’s aunt – one other man, apart from the intimate friend in the waistcoat, and two women (not including the woman in the blazer, who has presumably now found the correct chapel). None of them seem to know each other. Counting Alice herself, her mother, Michael and Hanna, this makes twelve mourners, and Alice can see she has ordered more sandwiches than they can possibly eat. Far too much wine, too; she doesn’t drink much herself, and found it impossible to estimate how much other people would get through. And she was so afraid of there not being enough.

			‘Hanna’s here,’ she says as Michael leans down to kiss her cheek. He looks smart in his dark suit. He’s only thirty-six, but his hair is greying around the temples. It suits him, Alice thinks.

			‘Well.’ Michael shrugs. ‘She said she would be.’ And Alice sees that he is unwilling to concede anything to their sister.

			He appears to have come alone, though Alice knows better than to ask about this. Probably best his wife isn’t with him; she’s always seemed the kind of person who might throw herself wailing into the grave, whether or not the deceased was known to her. Though of course there is no grave today. Alice wonders if anyone has ever tried to throw themselves into the furnace at a cremation. She thinks it would be quite difficult to manage, involving some undignified crawling to get along the metal tunnel. Then she interrupts herself, since this train of thought feels both unkind towards her sister-in-law and unsuitable for a funeral.

			‘Eight people have come,’ she tells Michael, so the silence won’t go on longer. ‘Apart from us. It’s nice that they wanted to, isn’t it?’

			‘I can’t imagine why.’

			‘But I’m afraid I’ve bought too much wine.’

			‘How much did you get?’

			‘Twenty-four bottles,’ Alice says.

			‘Jesus Christ, Alice. It’s a funeral, not the Bacchanalia.’

			‘I know,’ Alice says, chastened. She’s long been aware that Michael thinks her frivolous, though she doesn’t know what she’s done to gain this reputation. If anything, other people find her too serious. She often worries she’s a bit of a drag.

			‘Where’s Mum?’ Michael says.

			‘At the front. She seems all right. In good spirits.’

			‘I doubt she’s in good spirits,’ Michael says. ‘It is a funeral, after all.’

			‘Of course,’ Alice says. ‘I meant, in the circumstances.’ She adds, trying to sound sufficiently sombre, ‘It’ll be a great comfort to her to know you’ve arrived.’

			Michael nods. ‘I’d better go in.’ He consults his watch. ‘So we’ll be starting in seven minutes. You won’t come in late, will you?’

			‘I’ll come in with you now,’ Alice says.

			‘Good.’ He looks at her a moment. ‘Is that a new dress?’

			‘Yes,’ Alice says defiantly.

			But Michael only says, ‘It’s nice. I don’t like this modern trend for not wearing black at funerals.’

			Alice agrees with him, enjoying his approval, and smoothes down her sack dress.

			Just then the woman in the navy blazer comes out of the toilet. She sees Alice and waves. ‘Catch you in a bit, Jeanie,’ she says.

			‘Alice,’ Michael says sternly. ‘Have you given yourself a nickname?’

			 

			After the service, they spill out into the weak, post-rain sunshine and Alice looks around for Hanna, who did not sit with them during the service, instead choosing a seat on her own at the back. She has not, so far as Alice can tell, spoken to their mother or Michael yet. And now Alice is worried – irrationally, perhaps – that Hanna will have vanished by the time the rest of them make it outside, slipping through their fingers once again. But the next moment she sees her sister, standing by herself a little way away from the clusters of people. Alice quickly wipes her face to get rid of any obvious sign of tears.

			She touches Hanna’s arm. Says diffidently, ‘Hello.’

			‘Hi,’ Hanna says, turning towards her and folding her arms. ‘Service was nice, I thought.’

			‘Yes,’ Alice says.

			‘I’m sure she would have liked it,’ Hanna says. Then she catches herself. ‘Actually, I have no idea what she would have liked.’

			They are silent, thinking of their aunt.

			Hanna says, ‘Do you remember when she pulled a knife on you?’

			‘Yes,’ Alice says. ‘Quite vividly.’

			‘I was always jealous that happened to you, not me.’

			Alice says, ‘Did you drive, or would you like a lift? Mum and I are going on ahead to get everything ready.’

			‘Thanks, but I’ll go with Michael.’

			This saddens Alice. If there has been one reassuring constant in her life, it is the knowledge that Hanna at least finds her marginally preferable to Michael. But it’s her own fault for ruining things.

			She nods and watches Hanna go over to where Michael is standing, tapping furiously at the screen of his phone.

			‘You’ve turned up in jeans?’ she hears Michael say.

			And Hanna replies, ‘Actually, contrary to appearances, I’m in a cere­monial black robe. Can I have a lift to the wake?’

			Alice goes to find her mother.

			 

			In the car, gripping the steering wheel tightly, her mother says, ‘Of course your sister hasn’t come over to speak to me. Of course that would be too much to ask.’

			Alice looks at the suburbs sliding greyly past outside the window. She is thankful it is only a short drive to the Working Men’s Club. The car feels small and airless, even though there are only the two of them in it. She says, ‘But it’s tricky at a funeral, isn’t it? She probably feels awkward.’ She tries to imagine Hanna feeling awkward. Can’t.

			‘Pretends to be a stranger. Sits at the back and pretends not to know me.’

			Alice can sense her mother working herself up. She says gently, ‘She probably just needs some time.’

			‘Time? She’s had time. But this is so like her.’

			Was it like her? Alice isn’t sure. It seems to her now that they are a family who do not know each other well at all. They spent years and years living alongside one another in the same house and yet somehow managed never to have met. What they have instead are the stories they tell about each other.

			At the club, Alice’s mother goes to inspect the function room whilst Alice heads into the small kitchen where the caterer is setting up.

			‘Ah,’ he says, greeting her like an old friend. They have spoken twice on the phone. ‘You must be Alice.’

			Alice smiles gratefully at him. ‘Those look lovely,’ she says, indicating the platters of sandwiches on the counter.

			‘They’re just sandwiches, love. I’ve already set up the urns for tea and coffee next door.’

			He is incongruously cheerful for a wake, and Alice appreciates this. His name on the website is James, but he asks her to call him Jimmy, which touches Alice, whilst also making her too shy to call him anything at all.

			She busies herself going back and forth to the car to fetch the wine and orange juice whilst Jimmy carries the platters through to the function room, along with wine glasses, crockery and napkins.

			Her mother comes into the kitchen. She eyes the boxes of wine Alice has placed on the counter. ‘Why on earth have you bought so much alcohol?’

			‘I overestimated,’ Alice says.

			‘Well, for goodness’ sake don’t put it all out in the next room.’ She leaves.

			Jimmy, who has returned in time to catch the end of this exchange, winks at Alice. ‘You can’t have too much alcohol,’ he says. ‘Lesson for life. Anything else you need?’

			‘No. Thank you,’ Alice says. ‘You’ve been so helpful.’

			‘All right. Well, good luck.’

			He bustles out, leaving Alice feeling faintly bereft, as though she has lost her only ally.

			 

			But where are Hanna and Michael?

			The others have started to arrive, and Alice goes to the entrance to welcome people in, pointing them towards the function room, where her mother waits like a monarch in state. The neighbours arrive in pairs, and then the four friends of her aunt separately, at short intervals, with what seems to Alice a slight furtiveness. But there is no sign of Hanna or Michael, and Alice starts to feel anxious. She lingers in the doorway a few moments longer, and then returns to the function room.

			The guests have now formed small clumps. The intimate friend in the waistcoat is talking to another friend of Alice’s aunt, a woman in red lipstick who introduced herself as Nicky. The elderly neighbours are in one group, Alice’s mother among them. There’s no sign of the second male friend of her aunt, whose name is Harry or Henry (Alice sent out notes to one of each and although he did introduce himself, she can’t now remember which he was), but the other female friend is standing on her own in the corner with a glass of white wine, so Alice goes up to talk to her.

			She didn’t give her name when shaking hands with Alice at the crematorium, and Alice didn’t manage to ask. She looks around Alice’s mother’s age, early sixties perhaps. She has quite a hard face, Alice thinks. But then, people can’t help their faces.

			‘How are you getting on?’ she says to the woman.

			‘Getting on with what?’ the woman says, rather impatiently it seems to Alice.

			‘With the funeral,’ Alice says, feeling foolish.

			‘I’ve seen worse.’

			There is a silence in which the woman sips her wine and Alice wishes, uncharacteristically, that she had a drink of her own.

			‘Where did you meet my aunt?’ she tries.

			‘A life-drawing class.’

			‘Really?’ Alice says. ‘That’s so interesting. I didn’t know she took art classes.’

			‘She was the model.’

			‘Oh!’

			‘You’re not going to be prudish about it, are you?’ the woman says.

			‘No, of course not.’

			‘It’s a good way to earn some extra cash.’

			‘I’m sure it is.’

			‘It’s not like it’s sex work, is it?’

			‘No!’ Alice says. ‘Of course not.’ Then she adds, not wanting to sound prudish about that either, ‘Not that there’s anything wrong with sex work!’

			A longer silence follows this pronouncement. Alice is not sure how they have got here in the space of a minute.

			‘You have kids?’ the woman says abruptly.

			Alice shakes her head. ‘No.’

			‘Married?’

			‘No.’

			‘How old are you?’

			‘Thirty-two,’ Alice says, feeling interrogated.

			‘Thirty-two? My God, what I wouldn’t give to be thirty-two again.’ She looks at Alice. ‘Well. You enjoy it while you can.’

			She sounds melancholy now, and Alice wants to tell her she isn’t one of those people who can’t ever imagine being old, who thinks it will never happen to them. Alice can imagine it very well. Just as the child Alice lives inside her, anxious and rather forlorn, so too does the elderly Alice, pushing her way a little closer to the surface each day. In any case, it is not as though she is deriving much benefit from her youth. She wonders if it would reassure the woman to know this.

			‘Still, don’t make the mistake of putting it all off for too long,’ her companion says. ‘Your generation, you think you can have it all, but one day you wake up and find you’re old, and it’s already too late.’

			Alice nods. Her anxiety about Hanna is growing, and now she makes another covert survey of the room.

			‘Boring you, am I?’ the woman says.

			‘No,’ Alice says, shocked at her confrontational tone. ‘No, I’m just looking for my sister. She was meant to be here, but she doesn’t seem to have arrived.’

			‘Done a runner, eh?’ the woman says, seeming to enjoy this idea.

			‘I hope not,’ Alice says. A new thought occurs to her: What if Hanna and Michael have been in an accident?

			A burst of raucous laughter from nearby, and Alice and the woman reflexively glance round: it is the waistcoat man, who seems to be getting on very well with the woman called Nicky. He is topping up their glasses, Alice sees, with a bottle he’s taken from the trestle table.

			‘Flirting at a funeral,’ Alice’s companion says. ‘That’s just pathetic.’

			Alice spots the missing second man, Harry-or-Henry, returning from the toilets and intercepts him rather desperately.

			‘Have you two met?’ she says. ‘I believe you were both friends of my aunt.’

			‘Lydia,’ Alice’s companion says, not putting out her hand.

			‘Hugh,’ he says.

			He is in his late sixties, and has a gentle, timid manner. Alice feels guilty as she leaves them alone together. She isn’t sure he’ll be any match for Lydia. However, she can’t worry about this for long, because at last she spots Michael, across the room talking to her mother. Hanna is not with them.

			Alice approaches, but before she can ask if they have seen Hanna, Michael says, ‘Alice, did you know the meat and vegetarian sandwiches are on the same platter?’

			‘Oh dear,’ Alice says. ‘Well, as long as people look first at what they’re eating, I think they’ll be all right.’

			‘Besides which, didn’t you know that when you put egg sandwiches right next to all the other ones, everything ends up tasting of egg?’

			‘But you like egg sandwiches,’ Alice says. ‘You’re eating one right now.’

			‘That’s not the point. I also like ham sandwiches, and I like my ham sandwiches to taste of ham, not egg.’

			‘Well, maybe I could move the egg sandwiches on to a separate plate.’

			‘It’s too late now.’

			‘Where’s Hanna?’

			‘I don’t know,’ he says irritably. ‘Am I my sister’s keeper?’

			‘She did come in the car with you, didn’t she?’ Alice says anxiously.

			‘Oh. Yes, she did. But she slipped away to “clear her head” when we arrived and I haven’t seen her since.’

			The dry emphasis he puts on ‘clear her head’ makes it sound like he thinks Hanna is up to something nefarious.

			‘I’m fine, by the way,’ her mother says. ‘Thank you for asking.’

			‘Sorry, Mum,’ Alice says. ‘I’m just distracted. Are you all right?’

			‘So-so. It’s been a difficult day. The last thing we need now is Hanna attention-seeking.’

			‘She isn’t,’ Alice says. In fact, Hanna seems to be doing the opposite. She has effaced herself so far as to have disappeared entirely.

			More uproarious laughter from the waistcoat man, and when Alice looks around she sees that he is coming towards them, followed by Nicky.

			‘Beautiful ceremony,’ he says as he joins their group, raising his glass as if in a toast.

			‘Yes, you really gave her a good send-off,’ Nicky says. She has lipstick on her front tooth, Alice notices. Both of them seem a little the worse for wear.

			She glances over at the trestle table and sees to her alarm that of the eight bottles of wine she laid out originally, six are now empty. She assumes this can’t be solely down to the man and woman in front of her, and is relieved to see, after a quick look around the room, that a few other people are holding wine glasses too.

			Alice’s mother says, to no one in particular, ‘The sandwiches are a little dry, I’m afraid.’

			‘Oh no,’ the waistcoat man says. ‘No, not at all. They’re delicious. Really exceptional.’

			‘I hope the caterer didn’t leave them sitting out too long,’ her mother says. ‘He did seem rather casual.’

			‘I thought he was very professional,’ Alice says.

			‘Oh Alice, you always think everyone’s professional.’

			Alice says, ‘I must just go to the kitchen to get some more drinks.’ What she really means is that she must go and look for Hanna.

			And in the kitchen, there Hanna is at last, sitting on the counter, swinging her legs and drinking a glass of wine.

			‘Hello!’ Alice says, a little more enthusiastically than she intends.

			‘I needed a drink after the drive here,’ Hanna says. ‘Michael has not improved with age.’

			‘He has been annoying today,’ Alice says disloyally. But the brief smile Hanna gives her makes the betrayal worthwhile. She goes to the corner to pick up a box of wine. She is wondering if there might be a chance for them to meet up in London before Hanna leaves again, if Hanna will agree to coffee or a drink, to see if they can finally put things right between them. On her worst days, she is terrified Hanna will never forgive her, that she will have to get through her whole life without her.

			Aiming for a casual tone, she says, ‘So how long are you staying?’

			‘What do you mean?’ Hanna says.

			‘When are you flying back?’

			Not looking at Alice, Hanna says, ‘I’m not.’ When Alice doesn’t answer, she adds, ‘You didn’t think I came back just for this?’

			Alice shakes her head, but this is exactly what she’d thought.

			Hanna laughs. ‘I haven’t travelled over six thousand miles just for the funeral of a woman I barely knew. Come on, Alice. That’s the sort of thing you would do.’

			Perhaps this is true, but Alice isn’t sure: she can’t imagine how she would ever have ended up six thousand miles away in the first place.

			She says, because she still does not dare believe it, ‘You’re home? For good?’

			‘I’m back in England,’ Hanna corrects her gently. ‘For now.’

			‘What about your job?’

			‘I’ll be working for the Foreign Office in London.’

			‘That’s fantastic,’ Alice says. ‘Really great news. Where will you be living?’

			‘Not sure yet. I need to find a place—’

			‘You could stay with me if you like,’ Alice says. ‘My flatmates won’t mind. You could sleep on the sofa. Or you could have my bed and I could sleep on the sofa. I’m in Clapham, remember? So very well connected. You could get the Northern Line to Embankment or Waterloo and then walk.’

			‘Thanks,’ Hanna says shortly. ‘But I’ll be fine.’

			Alice is silent. She has gone too far, too soon, and she knows it.

			Hanna springs gracefully down from the counter without spilling her wine. ‘I suppose I’d better go and speak to Mum. Can’t put it off forever.’

			‘She’s a bit . . . today.’

			‘She’s always a bit. I’ll have to brave it.’

			‘Your funeral,’ Alice says drolly.

			She waits a few moments after Hanna has gone, feeling the need to gather herself. Then she picks up the box of wine and carries it through to the function room, where she lays out new bottles on the trestle table and packs the empty ones into the box in their place. Hanna has joined the group that includes her mother, Nicky and the man in the waistcoat. As Alice watches, old Mrs Linden goes up to join them. Sensible of Hanna to greet her mother in this setting, Alice thinks. Witnesses.

			‘Steady on,’ Michael says, suddenly appearing at her elbow. ‘Do we really need another six bottles out? That man over there has certainly had enough.’

			Alice follows the direction of Michael’s gaze. The man in the waistcoat is saying something to Hanna while gesticulating with his wine glass. Hanna is nodding in response, and has the appearance of someone trying not to laugh. Watching her sister, Alice feels a great rush of joy.

			‘But it’s nice that people feel able to relax,’ she says to Michael. Hanna is home, she wants to say to him. Hanna is back at last. But the information is still too new and too precious to discuss.

			‘He’s relaxing a little too much for my liking,’ Michael says.

			‘Oh, he’s all right.’

			‘He told me just now I look like a lawyer.’

			‘Well, you are a lawyer,’ Alice says reasonably.

			‘He didn’t say it in a nice way, Alice.’

			Alice returns the box to the kitchen, where she collects a plate of chocolate biscuits to bring out. There are still a lot of sandwiches left, but she thinks people might be ready for something sweet now.

			Then she does a circuit of the room, making sure the guests have got what they need, especially the elderly neighbours. The irritable woman called Lydia is still in conversation with the softly spoken Hugh.

			Alice joins neighbours Mrs Jackson and Mr Blight, who are drinking cups of tea together and chatting gently.

			‘It was so good of you to come,’ she tells them.

			‘It’s our pleasure, dear,’ Mrs Jackson says. ‘We wouldn’t have missed it. You know, she was a lovely girl once.’

			Alice, remembering her aunt, finds this difficult to imagine. It makes her sad.

			‘A tragedy, what happened,’ Mr Blight agrees. ‘A tragedy for the whole family.’

			Alice nods. She sees in her mind’s eye her nervous, faded grandparents. Her mother’s cold, set expression. Then she thinks of Hanna, whose life has been more difficult than it should have.

			‘Hanna looks just like her, you know,’ Mrs Jackson says. ‘All that lovely blonde hair. Katy was beautiful when she was young. Hanna’s inherited that.’

			‘But it’s funny,’ Mr Blight says. ‘You look remarkably different to Hanna, don’t you? You’re very dark. Even though you’re twins.’

			‘Hanna is strikingly pretty, just like Katy was,’ Mrs Jackson says.

			‘You’re very different,’ Mr Blight says again. ‘Polar opp­osites, really.’

			Alice reflects that this has not been a good day for her self-esteem. She says, ‘Can I get you anything? More sandwiches, perhaps, or a biscuit?’

			When she has brought them a couple of chocolate digestives each on a plate, she feels ready at last to join Hanna and her mother. Mrs Linden and the waistcoat man are still with them, although Nicky has moved on.

			‘I was just saying to your mother what a gift it must be to have her children with her on a day like today,’ the waistcoat man says as Alice joins their small group. He seems almost tearful at the idea.

			Alice smiles and nods, noting that her mother hasn’t leapt in to agree how lovely it is. Briefly, Hanna catches her eye. Looks away, but not before Alice has seen her gleam of amusement. She feels a thrill, that they should for once be thinking the same thing.

			‘I don’t have any children myself,’ the man in the waistcoat says.

			‘No?’ Mrs Linden says. ‘What a shame.’

			‘It’s not for everyone,’ Alice’s mother says.

			‘Never could, you see,’ he says.

			‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ Alice says. She is distracted, because Hanna has just given a murmured excuse and drifted away from the group. Where is she going?

			‘It wasn’t to be,’ the man in the waistcoat says.

			‘I suppose sometimes it isn’t,’ Alice says. Not wanting to be rude, she forces herself to give him her full attention. He seems drunker than earlier. He is starting to slur his words.

			‘Not for want of trying, sadly,’ he says.

			‘Oh dear,’ Alice says. ‘I’m sorry.’

			‘A common story,’ Mrs Linden says. ‘A shame.’

			The man sighs. ‘The spirit was willing.’

			A pause, as nobody can think of a reply to this.

			‘It was the flesh, you see,’ he adds, leaning confidingly towards Alice, who he seems to have decided is his most sympathetic listener. ‘The flesh was weak.’

			Alice can feel her face getting hot. She doesn’t dare look at her mother or Mrs Linden. ‘I’m sorry about that,’ she says.

			He takes another swig of wine. ‘Well, it is what it is. You do your best.’

			‘Yes, you do.’

			There is a silence, and Alice feels relieved that he seems to have finished with the subject, but then he adds, ‘Sometimes your best isn’t good enough. That’s the thing. When it comes down to it, you just can’t rise to the occasion.’

			Alice is frozen, unable to come up with a response.

			‘Alice,’ her mother says sharply. ‘Why don’t you tell Mrs Linden about the sponsored walk you did with work?’

			‘We did this sponsored walk—’ Alice begins.

			‘They don’t understand how nervous they make you, that’s the thing,’ the man cuts across her. ‘That look they get in their eyes.’ He drains his wine glass and stares off into the distance. ‘It’s easy for them. All they have to do is lie there.’

			‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ Alice bursts out.

			He turns back to her, startled. After a short pause in which he seems to be mulling it over, he says, ‘That would be nice. Thank you.’ And docile as a child, he follows her over to the refreshments table and waits whilst she takes his wine glass gently off him, pours him a cup of tea instead, adds the milk and hands it to him on a saucer.

			‘There,’ she says.

			He takes a slow sip.

			‘Have a biscuit,’ Alice says soothingly, offering him the plate.

			Michael is standing at the other end of the refreshments table, morosely eating a ham sandwich. His eyes fix on the man in the waistcoat, and then he gives Alice a hard stare, which clearly conveys the message, I told you so.

			‘I’m going to get some air,’ the man in the waistcoat says. With his cup of tea, he heads unsteadily towards the door.

			‘Why have you let him get so drunk?’ Michael says, coming to stand beside her.

			‘I didn’t let him. And anyway, he’s not so bad.’

			‘He can hardly walk in a straight line,’ Michael says, watching the man’s progress across the room. He takes another bite of his sandwich, chews, then shakes his head. He says, more in sorrow than in anger, ‘Tastes of egg.’

			‘It’s so nice that Hanna’s here,’ Alice says. ‘Isn’t it? I didn’t believe she was going to show up until I actually saw her.’

			Michael shrugs. ‘Hanna pleases herself. Always has.’

			‘And she’s back,’ Alice says, unable to contain herself any longer. ‘Back to live here, she told me.’

			‘At least we’ll be able to keep a proper eye on her now. Make sure she doesn’t go off the rails.’

			‘She won’t,’ Alice says impatiently.

			He doesn’t look convinced.

			‘The important thing,’ Alice says, ‘is that we’re all together again. At last.’

			‘Except for Dad,’ Michael says succinctly. ‘Who is dead.’ He expresses this fact without any discernible sentiment, so that Alice, whose instinct is always to offer comfort, doesn’t know how to reply.

			They are interrupted by the ding-ding of a fork against a wine glass. The murmur of voices in the room ceases, and Alice looks around for the source of the noise. To her horror, she sees it is the man in the waistcoat, who has not made it outside after all, but has instead climbed on to a chair which he has moved into the middle of the room. He is once again holding a full wine glass.

			‘Time to say a few words,’ he says, with the exaggerated enunciation of the extremely drunk. ‘In honour of the deceased.’

			‘What is he doing?’ Michael hisses to Alice.

			‘He’s making a speech,’ she whispers back.

			‘Yes, I can see that, Alice.’

			Now he has everyone’s attention, the man appears unsure how to continue. Alice sees a brief, panicked look pass across his face. She hopes that he will be able to fall back on a few comfortable clichés, that her aunt lived life to the full and would be sorely missed and so on, and then bring his remarks to a swift conclusion. Then at least everybody’s embarrassment will be short-lived.

			Unfortunately, in his stage fright the man settles upon a different approach. After a pause, he says, ‘Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears.’ This opening appears to renew his confidence. ‘I come to bury Caesar, not to praise him,’ he goes on, swaying slightly on the chair.

			‘Alice, you need to stop him,’ Michael whispers.

			‘I don’t know how,’ Alice says. She risks a glance around the room. The other guests’ expressions mostly show confusion, but her mother’s face is drawn tight.

			Michael, taking matters into his own hands, clears his throat. ‘Thank you, but there’s no call for speeches,’ he says.

			The waistcoat man holds up a hand to silence him. ‘The evil that men do lives on,’ he says.

			‘This really isn’t the time or the place,’ Michael says. Alice sees him glance over to their mother.

			‘The good is oft interrèd with their bones.’

			‘That’s quite enough now.’

			‘So let it be with Caesar!’ At this, the man makes a sweeping gesture with his arm, sloshing wine over Hugh, who unfortunately is standing within range.

			‘Right,’ Michael says peremptorily, taking a step forward. ‘That’s enough. Please get down from that chair.’

			Alice wonders for a moment if he is about to perform a citizen’s arrest.

			The waistcoat man turns on him. ‘You, sir, are a very rude person. Hecklers will not be tolerated. Kindly desist, or I will have you thrown out on your ear.’

			‘Oh for goodness’ sake,’ Michael says, but he remains where he is, clearly unsure how to proceed. Alice can see he isn’t prepared to forcibly tackle the man to the ground. She knows she should help Michael somehow – his cheeks have turned an angry red – but she is paralysed. None of the other guests seem willing to intervene either. Everyone is avoiding everybody else’s eye, except for Lydia, who seems to have cheered up considerably and is watching the orator with interest. Alice’s mother is staring out of the window as if this ridiculous scene is nothing to do with her. Her expression is one of quiet forbearance, but Alice knows her too well to trust this.

			The waistcoat man woozily redirects his attention away from Michael and back to the rest of his audience. ‘Where was I?’ he says.

			‘So let it be with Caesar,’ Lydia supplies.

			‘Ah, yes. So let it be with Caesar.’

			He pauses and Alice dares to hope he has finished, but he is only drawing breath.

			‘The noble Brutus hath told you Caesar was ambitious!’ He gestures extravagantly again, and this time the wine glass flies out of his hand, narrowly misses Hugh’s head, and smashes on the floor. The waistcoat man pauses, seemingly surprised by this interruption.

			Alice sees Hanna appear in the doorway from the kitchen. Her expression, as so often, is inscrutable, but when Alice catches her eye, she winks. Alice isn’t sure how to interpret this.

			The waistcoat man directs a slow, censorious shake of his head at Hugh, apparently believing it was he who launched the projectile, before continuing, ‘If it were so, it were a grievous fault, and grievously hath Caesar answered it. Here, under leave of Brutus and the rest –’ at this he leaves a meaningful pause, then goes on with heavy sarcasm – ‘for Brutus is an honourable man.’ Upon pronouncing these words, he gives Michael a particularly long and pointed look.

			‘I blame you for this, Alice,’ Michael mutters.

			‘So are they all, all honourable men,’ the waistcoat man continues derisively, now including the whole room in his gesture. His mood seems to have soured since his speech began, perhaps as a result of Michael’s interruption. After another pause for effect, he addresses the room in a stage whisper: ‘Come I to speak in Caesar’s funeral.’

			Oh my God, Alice thinks. Was that only the introduction?

			‘You’re embarrassing yourself, and everyone else,’ Michael says, recovering himself. ‘Please get down.’

			‘I will not be silenced!’ The man rounds on Michael, animated now. ‘You, sir, are a very dishonourable man. The first thing we do, let’s kill all the lawyers. Ha! Watch out for him, ladies and gentlemen.’ He appears to be working himself up into a fury. ‘He’ll have you put away for life, because he’s got the judge in his pocket. That’s right. He’s judge, jury and executioner!’

			‘As a matter of fact, I don’t practise criminal law,’ Michael says with dignity. ‘I’m a corporate tax lawyer.’

			Unfortunately, this admission seems to tip the speaker over the edge. ‘The height of dishonour!’ he shouts. ‘This is a den of iniquity! You walk into a room thinking you’re safe, and the next thing you know, you find it’s riddled with tax lawyers! I’ll wager the whole family are tax lawyers. And their associates, too. Even that lady over there –’ he points at the elderly Mrs Linden – ‘is probably a tax lawyer. A retired tax lawyer, maybe,’ he amends. ‘But that is scarcely better. That gentleman, too.’ (Pointing at Mr Blight, who shakes his head in bewilderment.) He looks around the room, searching for further inspiration. ‘That man,’ he continues, lighting upon Hugh, ‘may not be a tax lawyer. But also he may be. It’s difficult to tell. He may even be an accountant.’

			Hugh is staring fixedly down into his glass of wine as if he wishes he could climb into it and hide.

			‘And she,’ the waistcoat man says, and suddenly he is pointing at Alice, who freezes in terror. But the man breaks off. ‘Well, actually, she’s all right. She gave me a biscuit. She’s a rose amongst thorns.’

			Alice feels quite flattered by this, though she knows she shouldn’t.

			‘No, we must keep our wits about us in a place like this,’ the man says. ‘It is a nest of vipers. And another thing!’ He sways on the spot. ‘Be careful about the sandwiches. To be completely honest, although I denied it earlier, they are actually quite dry.’ He pauses for effect. ‘Truth be told, I think they may not even have been made with today’s bread.’

			Just as he seems about to go on, Hanna breaks into rapturous applause from her position in the doorway. ‘Bravo!’ she shouts. ‘Wonderful.’

			Alice watches as her sister steps up to the man’s chair and holds out her hand. ‘A fine performance,’ she says. ‘A privilege to watch.’

			After a moment’s dazed hesitation, the man takes her hand. Hanna raises their joined hands to the room, and together they take a bow. Then Hanna helps him down from the chair.

			‘Let’s get you a glass of water,’ she says. ‘To soothe those vocal chords.’ And the two of them go into the kitchen.

			A long silence follows their departure.

			It is Mrs Jackson who eventually breaks it. ‘I’m afraid he’s had a bit too much to drink, hasn’t he?’

			‘I thought he was quite good,’ Lydia says.

			 

			The wake wraps up quickly after this. The elderly neighbours discover the time, and make their goodbyes. Hugh and Nicky head out the door together, and the man in the waistcoat is led to a taxi by Lydia, who says to Alice, ‘I’ll make sure he gets home.’ She pauses, then adds, ‘Do you know, I’m not sure he actually knew your aunt. I asked him what her name was and he said it had temporarily slipped his mind, but that it may or may not begin with an M.’

			‘Oh God,’ Alice says, feeling like she might burst into tears.

			‘Never mind,’ Lydia says. ‘This kind of thing always happens at funerals.’

			Does it? Alice thinks.

			When the other guests have gone, Alice leaves her mother and Michael gathering up the plates and glasses in the function room and goes in search of Hanna. She finds her in the kitchen, washing up wine glasses.

			‘Just making myself useful,’ she says as Alice enters.

			‘You can leave it. I don’t mind doing it.’

			Some people might demur, but Hanna shrugs and takes off the gloves.

			‘You threw a great funeral, Alice,’ she says. ‘I thoroughly enjoyed it.’

			‘That man . . .’ Alice says in despair.

			‘He was the best bit. Make sure you get him back for my funeral, won’t you?’

			‘Do you want a lift back to London?’ Alice says. ‘Mum and I will be ready to go in about twenty minutes.’

			‘It’s OK – Michael’s driving me.’

			‘He’ll go on at you about getting on the property ladder.’

			‘I’ll put my headphones on.’

			They look at each other. Alice is about to speak again when Hanna says, ‘Right, I’m going to take my life in my hands and go and say goodbye to Mum. Wish me luck.’ She heads towards the door. ‘I’ll see you around.’ And over her shoulder: ‘You know – if I make it.’

			‘Good luck,’ Alice says, but Hanna has already gone.

			 

			Alice and her mother finish the last of the clearing-up in silence. Alice is familiar with the different qualities of her mother’s silences, adept at recognizing which ones are best not interrupted.

			‘I hope you’ve learned your lesson,’ her mother says eventually. ‘This is what comes of peddling alcohol.’

			‘I didn’t peddle it,’ Alice says.

			‘This has been a total fiasco.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ Alice says. ‘I didn’t mean for him to drink so much.’

			‘You never mean anything, do you, Alice?’ her mother says. ‘Things just happen to you.’

			Alice considers this. It does feel like a bleakly accurate summation of her life.

			‘People said the service was nice,’ she says. ‘And the refreshments went down well. Apart – apart from the wine.’

			Her mother sighs.

			‘The service is the important bit, isn’t it?’ Alice says.

			‘I suppose so.’

			‘And Hanna came. Hanna’s home.’

			To this, her mother makes no reply.

			When they have packed up the last of the sandwiches and put away the cups and glasses, Alice locks up behind them and posts the key through the letter box.

			In the car, they sit quietly for a few moments. Alice feels the weight of the day settle on her.

			‘So that’s done then,’ her mother says. It is what she used to say on Christmas Day, often quite early in the afternoon: So that’s done then. Over for another year. Alice still remembers the rush of sorrow she would feel at these words.

			Alice looks at her mother, who continues to stare ahead. Her mother is grieving, she reminds herself, even if it is not obvious. She has always been a difficult person to comfort.

			‘I think she would have liked it,’ Alice says. ‘I hope so, anyway.’ She realizes that she has hardly thought of her aunt throughout the last few hours; there was so much else going on. She makes a conscious effort to think of her now. ‘Such a sad story,’ she says at last.

			‘What was?’

			‘All of it. How things turned out for her.’

			‘That’s life,’ her mother says shortly.

			‘But she didn’t have the life she should have had.’

			‘Well, maybe,’ her mother says. She reaches out briskly to turn on the engine. ‘But tell me, who does?’

		

	
		
			2

			Sallow and unprepossessing. Here is Celia at eight, unloved and unlovely. Her nose is beaky and her eyes are a touch too deep-set, though their colour – a bright clear green – is admittedly striking. Her skin has an unhealthy, yellowish tinge. Some people grow into their looks, Celia’s mother tells her, which perplexes Celia because at eight she still has not worked out that she is not pretty.

			It is true that people often comment on the beauty of Celia’s older sister Katy and never seem to mention Celia’s looks, but somehow Celia has never inferred anything from this. It helps that Katy is pretty in a very obvious way, with golden hair and blue eyes, a golden lustre to her skin too, like the statue of a goddess. People, Celia has observed, are not very imaginative and will in almost every case say what is obvious, not what is interesting.

			Celia is a quiet and watchful child, and teachers find her unsettling. She rarely laughs.

			‘She’s rather intense,’ her form teacher writes in her report.

			Celia believes this is a compliment.

			The penny still does not drop when they are discussing in the playground what their husbands will do, and Celia says hers will be a doctor. ‘You won’t have a husband,’ another girl says, and the others giggle.

			Celia thinks this is a reference to her intellect. ‘It’s all right,’ she reassures them. ‘Most men don’t want silly wives these days.’ Celia has learned this from her mother, who takes a keen interest in societal trends. It is the sixties: the world is changing.

			But the others still giggle at her, and Celia is annoyed; she can’t bear that way they have of laughing. She tries to follow them when they move away from her.

			It is Katy, aged eleven, who breaks the news to Celia shortly before Celia’s ninth birthday.

			‘You’re ugly,’ she tells her flatly. ‘Everybody knows it. I heard Mummy saying it to Daddy. But she didn’t say “ugly”. She said “unprepossessing”. I looked it up in the dictionary and it means “ugly”.’

			Katy does not speak with malice, but in that expressionless manner characteristic of her. If she had seemed to intend it ­cruelly, Celia might not have taken it so much to heart.

			In her bedroom, she studies her own tear-stained face in the mirror. Unprepossessing. Yes, she can see it now.

			 

			Celia’s mother seems to find many things wearisome, chief among them Celia. ‘Not now,’ she will say when Celia goes to her with one of her questions or observations.

			Her mother likes to do embroidery, but always of the same thing: daffodils on a white background. Celia will often come across her at work in the living room, her hand moving rhythmically with the needle, her eyes fixed on the window, though there is little to see outside it except a small, neat patch of lawn.

			A daffodil embroidery hangs on the wall above the mantelpiece for much of Celia’s childhood. Celia devotes many idle hours to trying to work out if it is the same unchanging specimen or if there is a rotation system in place. Somehow she knows better than to broach this with her mother. She studies the picture covertly but every time she thinks she has noticed a change, she almost immediately begins to doubt herself: perhaps the trumpet of that middle daffodil was the same darker shade of yellow all along; perhaps that leaf always had an extra stitch at the edge.

			When Celia is little, she goes through a phase of producing her own daffodil artworks. Katy is already learning embroidery but Celia is deemed too young, so has to make do with her felt-tip pens and watercolour set. She herself has no particular passion for daffodils; she has just assumed that this is what people are meant to reproduce in art form.

			When her father comes home, Celia proffers her latest daffodil picture to him. Her father, standing in the doorway of the living room, looks at the painting in her hand for a few moments. Then his gaze travels to the embroidered daffodils above the mantelpiece, and thence to the sofa, where Celia’s mother and Katy sit side by side embroidering their own daffodils. Finally his eyes return to the painting in Celia’s hand. He seems to be lost for words.

			Eventually he says, ‘I need a drink,’ and leaves the room without saying anything about Celia’s painting.

			Celia asks her mother one day why she does so much embroidery, and her mother says, ‘I like having something to do with my hands.’

			‘Why daffodils?’ Celia says. She is older now. She knows there are other flowers one can embroider.

			Her mother says, ‘The pattern’s easy, so I don’t have to concentrate.’

			To Celia this seems an unsatisfactory answer, but she can’t articulate why.

			 

			Celia’s father, meanwhile, has a penchant for riddles, a source of bewilderment for Celia.

			‘Hey girls,’ he’ll say roguishly across the dinner table. ‘What goes up but never comes down?’

			Celia gives it careful thought. This is true of lots of things, she thinks. A helium balloon when you let go of the string and it floats up into the sky until it’s a tiny dot, and then it vanishes altogether. A rocket sent into space. A ball that gets stuck up a tree.

			‘Well?’ her father prompts them. ‘What goes up but never comes down?’

			Celia agonizes over all the different choices, and finally says, ‘That man who climbed Everest and died at the top.’

			There is a short silence. Her father is looking unsettled. ‘What?’ he says. ‘No. That isn’t the right answer. That’s not it.’

			‘Your age,’ Katy supplies calmly.

			He seems to relax again. ‘Yes, darling. Well done. Your age.’

			‘But why is that the answer?’ Celia says.

			‘Because it is.’

			‘But what about all the other answers you could say?’

			‘They’re wrong,’ her father says.

			‘But who decides what the right answer is?’

			‘That’s enough, Celia,’ her father says, looking harried.

			‘You’re thinking about it in the wrong way,’ Katy tells her. ‘It’s a word game, not a fact game.’

			Celia tries to remember this, but she remains distrustful of the air of superiority riddles have, the way they exist only to catch you out.

			 

			Eager for friendship, Celia does not realize that she engenders a kind of repulsion in other children. She is too forceful, and she wants too much from other people. She ruins their games by trying to take charge, and then crying when nobody will do as she says, when they mess it up by being silly or changing the rules, by shrugging her off or laughing at her. They instinctively turn away from her, from all her need, her intensity.

			There is a moment of hope during her last year of primary school, when a new girl arrives in her class. Mary is small and timid, and Celia annexes her with single-minded determination. Mary submits, perhaps grateful to have a friend so early on. For two terms, they are best friends. Celia guards Mary jealously. They sit together in every lesson, and play together at break and lunch. Celia also insists that they wear the same colour gingham dresses (the girls are allowed to choose between green, pink and blue, and Celia decides she and Mary will always wear green). Mary is not allowed to play with other girls, and when she does join in with a skipping game one break, Celia gives her the silent treatment for two days afterwards – she has an iron will – until Mary weeps and begs Celia to be her friend again. They go round to each other’s houses and write a shared diary in a special leather-bound notebook Mary received for Christmas. Then, in the summer term, disaster strikes. Celia goes down with a nasty virus and is off school for a week. When she returns, Mary avoids her, whispering in corners with Helen Wilson, the two of them running away when Celia comes near. When Celia tries to speak to Mary in lessons, Mary says to Helen, ‘Can you hear that buzzing noise? Is there a fly in the room?’ Celia cries out with rage and tries to thump Mary, who moves quickly out of the way. Mary and Helen stare at Celia wide-eyed.

			‘We haven’t seen Mary recently,’ Celia’s mother says a few weeks later. ‘Have you girls had a falling-out?’

			Celia shrugs, feeling the hotness of tears rising. ‘I hate her.’

			‘It’s not nice to say you hate people,’ her mother says.

			Then her father comes in and says, ‘Hey Cee, you see a boat filled with people in front of you, but there isn’t a single person on board. How come?’ so Celia has to flee upstairs.

			 

			Katy is solitary too, but without any of Celia’s desperate efforts to change this. At school, Katy is shy and avoids other children, spending her breaks in the library, or even, sometimes, the toilet. Occasionally, Celia goes to find Katy at lunchtime. But Katy tells her to go away, or even ignores her entirely. Celia has heard that sisters are often best friends. She is not completely sure, but she does not think that she and Katy are best friends. At home, she has tried to get Katy to play with her, but Katy prefers to play alone, often seeming to be lost in a world of her own. She adores the family cat Rhubarb, and spends a lot of time stroking him and talking to him. Despite Katy’s oddness, she has a gentleness about her which, added to her beauty, makes people tender towards her.

			‘Away with the fairies,’ their father says fondly. ‘She has her head in the clouds, that one.’

			It is an early indication to Celia that prepossessing girls get away with more than unprepossessing girls.

			Given that Katy is the pretty one, it seems only fair for Celia to be the clever one. However, life, as she is fast learning, is not fair. Until secondary school, she believes herself to be an intellectual. She’s been collecting Latin phrases for years, which she tries to work into everyday conversation. ‘It’s not the broccoli per se that I don’t like,’ she tells everyone at dinner. ‘It’s the mushiness. But mushiness is not a sine qua non of broccoli.’

			‘God, you’re a cretin,’ Katy says.

			Although both Celia and Katy pass the eleven-plus and get into the local girls’ grammar school, once there neither really distinguishes herself. They never make it near the top of the class, and in more than one subject they are close to the bottom.

			Despite the similar mediocrity of their report cards, it is only with Celia that their mother brings up the prospect of university.

			‘You could get a degree,’ she tells her. ‘Lots of girls go to university these days. Then you might become a teacher at a nice girls’ school.’

			Celia, thirteen now, is suspicious. She has not found girls’ schools to be particularly nice places. ‘Will Katy go to university?’ she asks. Katy is currently studying, in a desultory fashion, for her O-levels.

			Her mother is evasive. ‘She might, I suppose. We’ll see.’

			It does not matter whether or not Katy goes to university, Celia realizes. Katy will get married.

			There have been a few boyfriends already, but no one has lasted long. Katy accuses each boyfriend in turn of being unfaithful, as though these gawky adolescents are irresistible Lotharios besieged by hordes of women. Nonetheless, it is only after the dispatch of boyfriend number three – the calm, adoring Robbie – that it occurs to Celia that the problem might lie with Katy herself.

			‘You can’t trust them,’ Katy tells her. ‘You can’t trust any of them.’

			Celia nods, as she always does, but she looks at Katy with new eyes.

			By sixteen Katy, so biddable in early childhood, has become quarrelsome and angry. Having had a fluid, transparent quality to her when she was younger, so that she might enter and leave rooms without anyone noticing, now she makes her presence felt in the slamming of doors. She accuses her parents of upsetting her when they ask her to do the washing-up, or tidy away her things – ‘Leave me alone! You’re always getting at me, upsetting me!’ – so that in the end they give up, and cease asking much of her at all. (Celia is still expected to do the washing-up, regardless of whether or not she is upset.)

			It is Celia who Katy dislikes most of all. ‘You’re always looking at me,’ Katy tells her. ‘Stop watching me. Creep.’

			Celia, it is true, does have a habit of looking at people too intently. But she can hardly help it. Katy has become an interesting study.

			‘You’re all against me,’ Katy tells them flatly at breakfast one day. ‘Celia has always been jealous of me, and you,’ this, to her parents, ‘have encouraged her.’

			‘Darling, no we haven’t,’ their mother says.

			‘You’ve indulged her moods,’ Katy says.

			‘What moods?’ Celia says, but everyone ignores her.

			‘Oh, we haven’t indulged them,’ their mother says.

			‘You’ve always taken her side,’ Katy says. ‘Indulged her jealousy.’

			‘We’ve never taken anyone’s side.’

			‘But I’m not even jealous!’ Celia protests, though nobody is listening.

			Her sister’s volatility makes the house tremble. Celia wakes in the night to find Katy sitting on the edge of her bed, staring at her. Celia only just stops herself from screaming, and manages to say, ‘What are you doing?’

			‘Keeping an eye on you,’ Katy says darkly. After glowering at Celia a moment longer, she gets up and goes back to her own room.

			 

			It is also around this time that Celia begins to be aware of her surroundings. This makes her restless and unhappy. Nobody can live a romantic life in the Peterborough suburbs (Celia knows; Celia has tried). Their street looks the same as every street around it, and their house is the same as all the others on the street. Celia becomes bitterly aware that she has never travelled anywhere (except to Wales on holiday, which hardly counts), though in some ways perhaps she can say she has: she has a feeling that one suburb looks much the same as another, so maybe she can claim to have been all over the country. This thought is not encouraging.

			Beyond the monotony of the city outskirts, there is nothing better waiting. When the houses run out, the fens take over, stretching out in a relentless flat expanse until their edges blur into the horizon. The dispiriting blankness of it all – Celia feels it seeping inside her, dulling her senses, flattening her corners.

			She tries to imagine what kind of life she will live as an adult, but can never picture it.

			She says to Katy, ‘Where do you want to live when you’re older?’

			And Katy replies, ‘What? So you can follow me? Leave me alone. Stupid bitch. I’ve got my eye on you.’

			It worries Celia that she is unable to imagine anything that doesn’t look like this.

			 

			Katy’s O-level results, when they come, are far from spectacular, but their parents take her out for a special dinner nonetheless. Celia is not invited, though she has only been to a restaurant twice in her life and is desperate to go. Her parents say it is because this is Katy’s moment and Celia will get her own turn, but Celia knows it is because Katy is less likely to have one of her strange explosions if her sister is not present. (By the time Celia gets her own O-level results, her parents are distracted and nobody mentions going for a meal.)

			Then, a couple of months after Katy starts sixth form, ­Jonathan arrives on the scene, and Katy appears to get over her difficult teenage phase. She no longer torments Celia; now she mostly ignores her. It is like they are children again. Celia is fond of Jonathan, who is nineteen and very sensible. He eats Sunday lunch with them every week, and he and Katy smile at each other across the gravy boat. If Katy ever makes a comment about people being against her, Jonathan says, ‘No, honey, don’t be silly.’

			Celia is not sure where this ‘honey’ business came from, but she is grateful for the calming effect Jonathan has on her sister. She begins to think of him as her future brother-in-law, and imagines the engagement will be announced sometime after Katy turns eighteen and has her A-levels out of the way.

			Neither Celia nor her parents ever discover the cause of the rupture. It is only that one Saturday Katy comes home mid-morning when she was supposed to be out for the whole day with Jonathan, throws down her bag in the middle of the living-room floor and announces, ‘He’s a bastard. A bastard.’

			Celia and her mother are on the sofa, Celia reading a book and her mother embroidering. Her mother says, ‘Darling, what’s happened?’ and Katy begins to sob, and then, as her mother goes to embrace her, to wail. It is a terrible, frightening, disconsolate sound, and Celia gets up after a moment and leaves the room.

			Katy goes into her bedroom and does not re-emerge for the rest of the day, even for supper. Celia is sent up with a tray for her, but Katy will not open the door.

			‘Go away,’ she hisses from the other side. ‘You must be very happy now.’

			Then the ragged sound of sobbing starts up again.

			‘She’ll come out the other side of this,’ Celia’s parents tell each other (and tell Celia, in response to her latest complaint about Katy’s vitriol towards her). ‘It’s a difficult age.’

			Celia comes home from school the next day to find her favourite Laura Ashley tea dress cut up into ribbons, which are now strewn across her bed. Katy denies having anything to do with it – which is of course absurd – but to Celia’s outrage her parents do nothing beyond promising, discreetly, to replace the dress.

			 

			Celia has a memory of Katy as a child, cutting off the heads of flowers in the garden in a way that appears fascinatingly destructive to Celia until she sees the end result: the flower heads bobbing on water in a ceramic bowl which Katy presents to her mother for her birthday. Their mother exclaims over how thoughtful and artistic Katy is. Katy has bought the bowl in an antique shop. It is painted in exquisite pinks and greens. Celia looks at the delicate rim and imagines snapping a piece off, like it’s made of chocolate.

			Celia’s own present is a beautiful teal-coloured scarf that her mother admired several months before in a department store when Katy and Celia were with her. Celia filed this moment away in her memory and determinedly saved her pocket money for it. But when her mother opens the gift, she merely smiles – rather vaguely, it seems to Celia – and says, ‘It’s lovely, darling, though not quite my colour,’ and Celia realizes her mother has no recollection of admiring the scarf, that Celia might as well have gone ahead and picked out something at random like Katy, for no other reason than that she herself liked it. She thinks, too, that she would not have got away with cutting off the flower heads.

			The bowl isn’t really her mother’s colour either, but it sits in pride of place on the coffee table in the lounge, clashing with the room’s various shades of orange and brown. It remains there for many years, giving Celia a jealous pang every time she looks at it, until one day Katy herself breaks it to get at the listening device inside.

			 

			Over breakfast one morning, not long after the incident with the tea dress, Katy rises suddenly to her feet and tips her whole bowl of cereal and milk over Celia, placing the upended bowl on Celia’s head.

			Celia cries out and then splutters as milk runs down her face and into her mouth; their mother cries, ‘Katy!’ and their father says, ‘My goodness!’

			Katy sits back in her seat with a satisfied look on her face. ‘Stupid bitch tried it on,’ she says.

			Celia, still wearing the bowl on her head like a ceramic helmet, is too shocked to defend herself.

			Moments like this are alarming, just as the cutting up of the dress was, but they do not occur regularly, so it is easy to play them down between incidents, for Celia’s parents to convince themselves that Katy is overtired, overwrought, that it is her time of the month, that she is being metaphorical when she talks about Celia wanting to poison her.

			‘She’s not being normal,’ Celia tells her parents. ‘This isn’t normal.’

			‘You mustn’t wind her up,’ her father says, and all Celia can say in response is, ‘I don’t!’ whilst wondering what they think she is doing to Katy when their backs are turned.

			Katy stops going to school mere months before she is due to take her A-levels and nothing can persuade her to return, not even the promise of a second-hand car if she sits her exams (‘sits’, not ‘passes’; her parents’ hopes are more modest these days).

			When Katy speaks now, it is often hard to follow what she is saying. At times she talks so quickly as to be unintelligible, making rapid leaps from one subject to another. But then, just as the stream of words is in full flow, she seems to lose her thread and falls suddenly silent. Sometimes the ends of her sentences seem to bear little relation to the beginnings.

			‘I need to go to the seaside,’ she tells her parents one evening. ‘The sand is being chased and spaced.’

			Nobody knows what this means, but they take her to Skegness for the day. Katy refuses to go on to the beach itself – something about the sand again – but she does accept an ice cream, which she eats messily and with evident satisfaction. Celia is surprised to feel an ache in her throat as she watches her sister. Katy, ice cream all around her mouth, greedily intent on her treat, reminds her of a child. And then Celia tries to remember what Katy was like as a child: not like this. Katy has lost her attractiveness too. Her hair is greasy and unwashed, and she has dark shadows under her eyes, spots on her forehead and chin.

			Katy stops eating abruptly and fixes Celia with her stare. She says, ‘I know what you’re doing. We know. They know. No, no. No wise. No room at the inn.’

			Once they are home again and Katy has locked herself in her bedroom, Celia says to her mother, ‘I think Katy needs to see a doctor.’

			She waits to be accused again of jealousy, but her mother nods defeatedly, just once. ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘I know.’

			 

			The GP prescribes Katy tranquillizers for her nerves, and refers her to a psychiatrist. Celia never finds out how this second appointment goes; all she can ascertain from her mother is that the psychiatrist gave Katy some more pills. Celia looks in the bathroom cabinet but does not find them.

			Whatever the pills were, it seems likely that Katy does not take them. Why would she? She has decided by this point that Celia is not the only one trying to poison her. She remains in her bedroom for most of each day, but ventures out at night, prowling the house and muttering to herself. Celia becomes nervous about leaving her bedroom during the night, and takes to peeing in a pint glass in her room if she is caught short, carrying it carefully to the bathroom each morning to empty.

			Her parents seem tired and distracted. Celia meets her mother on the landing one morning whilst on her glass-emptying mission.

			‘What’s that?’ her mother says, nodding at the full glass.

			‘My urine,’ Celia says.

			‘Right,’ her mother says vaguely, and continues past her.

			Apparently the doctor has said Katy needs to rest, but Katy has other ideas. It is not clear if she ever sleeps. She certainly does not have the appearance of someone who sleeps. They can hear her during the day through her bedroom door, talking in a low voice – but talking to whom?

			‘I think she’s reading lines from a play,’ Celia’s father says, sounding hopeful. ‘She was doing Shakespeare at school, wasn’t she? The one with the mad king and the inclement weather.’

			‘She’s not reading Shakespeare,’ Celia says. ‘She doesn’t understand Shakespeare.’

			‘That’s enough of your sourness, Celia,’ her mother says.

			One Saturday the doorbell rings in the afternoon. It’s their neighbour Mrs Clarke, returning a casserole dish. Celia is in the hallway at the time, passing between the living room and the kitchen, and therefore witnesses Katy’s sudden dash down the stairs and out of the front door – pushing violently past Mrs Clarke – into the street. Celia, her mother and Mrs Clarke watch in shocked silence as her small figure, moving at great speed, vanishes around the corner. Katy is wearing only her nightdress, and her feet are bare.

			Celia’s mother recovers herself enough to call for Celia’s father, who comes running.

			They go out to look for her in the car – Celia in the back seat scouring the streets; her father driving slowly, his knuckles white on the wheel. From time to time, her mother makes dire pronouncements, and Celia does her best to reassure her: they are deep in the suburbs of Peterborough, the likelihood of Katy running into a murderous gang or being savaged by wild animals is low.

			When they still haven’t found Katy three hours later, Celia’s father gives in and calls the police. As it turns out, Katy has already been apprehended. It seems she made it a couple of miles on foot before being caught trying to climb into the freezer at a supermarket. By the evening, she has been transferred to a psychiatric hospital, where she will remain for the next three months. She turns nineteen during the first week of her stay.

			 

			When Katy finally comes home, Celia is appalled. Unlike her parents, she hasn’t visited Katy in the hospital; to Celia’s relief, nobody suggested it. The change in Katy, therefore, comes as a particular shock. Katy is no longer vicious and unpredictable, but she is oddly vacant. She makes strange chewing motions with her jaw even when she is not eating. She sits motionless for long periods, staring absently without seeming to focus on anything, and then her body will suddenly jerk as though she is receiving an electric shock.

			Celia’s mother sits with Katy for most of each day, completing the housework around her when she can. She reads to her, chats to her (sometimes Katy even replies, and sometimes her replies almost make sense), and they watch Coronation Street together, although ‘watch’ is perhaps too active a verb for whatever it is Katy is doing. Celia’s father tells Katy riddles, but he has to supply the answers himself now. At the weekends, Celia’s parents take Katy out for day trips, but Celia excuses herself from these outings whenever she can, saying she has schoolwork to do. She is studying for her A-levels now, although nobody asks her how her work is going.

			The thing to do, Celia knows, is to find a way to leave home as soon as possible. She sees no immediate possibility of getting married – she doesn’t even know any boys, let alone have a boyfriend, and there is also the lingering problem of her ­unattractiveness – but fortunately there is the prospect of university as an escape.

			All her focus over the next few months is on her exams (it is not as though she has much else to do besides schoolwork anyway). Her grades in the end are respectable: Bs in English and French, and an A in Geography, which she has selected as her university subject, not because she particularly likes it but because she seems to be marginally better at it than her other subjects. She is delighted, and somewhat surprised, to win a place at the University of London. It is her first choice, because London sounds glamorous, and is sufficiently far away as to rule out frequent visits home.

			She assumes her parents will finally take her out for the celebratory dinner she is owed. She has already decided on an Italian restaurant because she has never had pizza and believes she will like it. It seems grand to her, to be able to go to university having already eaten pizza. Oh, pizza? she will say offhandedly to her new friends. Yes, it’s very nice.

			But when she raises the subject, her mother says impatiently, ‘There isn’t time, and it wouldn’t be fair on Katy. Surely you can understand that?’

			Celia sees the pizza vanish. But it doesn’t matter, she tells herself. She is on her way.
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