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      Anna saw the cars arrive from her terrace in the dusk, and watched as they disappeared down the lane and into the trees, where it was already quite dark. There were two estate cars with English plates and a little airport hire car trying to keep up with Montale’s pick-up as it careered ahead of them on the dirt road, kicking up clouds of white dust and scattering the loose stone of the road surface beneath its fat tyres. As she watched them disappear Anna wondered whether they knew what they were in for.

      The dust hung in the darkening air for a while before settling, the roar of the cars receded down the valley into the woods, and Anna sat down again on the terrace to catch the last of the evening sun. The vine that hung in tendrils from her pergola was turning red and the few sharp black grapes it produced were almost ready for picking; summer was over and the sharp breath of winter not far away. At this time of year the temperature dropped fast as evening fell and it seemed to Anna more important than ever to catch the lingering warmth of the sun slanting low through the leaves. Montale’s pick-up came back up the lane alone just as Anna stood to go inside, glass in hand, her old red cushion and her book under her arm, and he raised a hand in greeting, squinting at her in the fading light. Anna nodded, smiling faintly at the red-haired farmer she had known since he was a boy, and turned to go inside.

       

      Anna Viola’s small farmhouse stood just on the edge of the natural reserve of the Alto Merse, a series of densely wooded valleys in southern Tuscany through which the dark, peaty waters of the river Merse wound. The outside was built partly of stone, partly of the crumbling red brick common in and around Siena, although now only the vestiges of faded pink stucco still clung on here and there to the friable surface. The farmhouse was set into the lip of the hill, which sloped up a few hundred yards behind; an area overgrown now with brambles, birch and wild plum, dark and cool even in the summer. But at the front the stone façade faced southwest, and in the evenings the little terrace, which was set off to one side, would flood with the pale yellow light of the sun as it dipped. It was not always sunny, naturally, and in the winter, still a month or so off, the sun would have set by four, slipping down behind the range of black hills to the west. Then the house would turn cold very quickly, and it would seem a lonely place, perched as it was above hundreds of hectares of dark and almost uninhabited forest, on the edge of the wilderness.

      In the next valley, down six miles or so of strada sterrata, or unmade road, it appeared that the foreigners Anna had glimpsed from her terrace had arrived at their destination. A modest stone farmstead in a clearing of scrubby pasture on the valley floor, Il Vignacce had, until a year or two earlier when Piero Montale had inherited it from his aunt, been nothing more than a ruin, commented on once or twice a year by passing walkers as picturesque in a desolate sort of way. The walls had been built of limestone and tufa, the pitted volcanic rock of the region, and had been a foot or more thick, but the window openings had stood empty for decades and the chimney stacks, one at either end, had long since collapsed.

      But Piero Montale was a tirelessly industrious man, always out on his tractor, hauling water, ploughing, sowing, working away at every corner of his land. Hating the idea that such a resource as Il Vignacce might moulder away unused, he had determined that the ruin would make him some money and doggedly he had set about investigating what grants might be available for the restoration of the property. There were funds to be had for the reinvigoration of the countryside, after all, the most commonly sought after funds were those available for the development of agriturismo: the combining of agriculture with holiday letting.

      An agriturismo might be a palatial hotel complex in the cornfields of Lazio, or it might be the humble conversion of a pretty stone pigsty in the Po valley (the pigs long since relocated to modern barns which, although airy and hygienic, did not have quite the same charm) into holiday apartments. Some continuing agricultural component was stipulated in order for the owner to qualify for a grant, which was why the owner of the pigsty might plant a hectare or two of Lambrusco vines to substitute for the pigs. So Montale kept a small herd of long-horned Maremman cattle down in the valley, where, winter and summer, they would wander through the trees behind Il Vignacce, their bells clanging mournfully as they went.

      Montale had obtained his grants for the restoration of the old farm, and despite murmurings from the locals as to the wisdom or desirability of the conversion of so lonely and isolated a ruin, and a place, into the bargain, around which any number of rumours circulated, he had proceeded with his plans. The contractors had grumbled as their trucks skidded and plunged through the forest loaded with wood and cement, tanks for water and drainage, and pallets of new red cotto tiles. But with the blessing of five straight months of fine weather Il Vignacce was rebuilt. Even the old wood-fired oven on the north elevation, originally quite essential to the farm’s self-sufficency, was reconstructed, and the exterior stone staircase that mounted the front wall diagonally, no longer necessary for a farmer to live above his animals but attractive and above all, authentic, was lovingly filled and re-pointed. To furnish the place Montale weeded out the pieces of furniture from his own home that his wife had long wanted to replace – an old oak armoire with the wormholes filled, an old-fashioned marble-topped sideboard, a mirror or two. He sorted a couple of elderly fridges, missing a few attachments but sound enough, from among the junk that sat in his outbuildings, and only then did he take the pick-up to a newly opened Swedish discount furniture warehouse just outside Florence to fill in the gaps with cheap pine beds and cheerful linen.

      The track to Il Vignacce from the main road was a project that Montale had left for another day, or perhaps another century, there being no public funds available for its restoration. The track was ten, maybe twelve kilometres or so of variable road surface (to put it charitably), not finished enough even to appear on the few maps available for the region. The thought that not all his foreign visitors might take it in their stride as easily as he did, bumping down it in the truck or a tractor, a couple of times a day, was one that he pushed to the back of his mind. So far, after all, none of his guests had actually got stuck down there, as Montale himself had once a year or so back, caught in a downpour that had washed away a whole section of the road. He had been forced to sleep in the cowshed adjoining Il Vignacce for a night while the rain pattered relentlessly on the tiles over his head, and his wife bawled him out on his mobile until the signal went. It had not been a night he would have wished to repeat, even in more comfortable conditions; perhaps it had been to do with the depth of darkness surrounding him, but the place had made him uneasy, and Piero Montale was not a superstitious man. He’d got back up in the end, cursing and skidding around each sodden bend, and as a result he’d taken a few basic measures on some of the more precarious stretches.

      And now, at after eight on a late September evening, the broad pasture Il Vignacce surveyed was swallowed in darkness and the only vestige of the day was a faint lemon glow diluting the navy blue of the sky over to the west. The old farmhouse, long and low, all but one of its heavy iron shutters closed against the night, sat in a small pool of yellow light cast by the exterior lamp over its massive front door. For the last tenants to be staying at Il Vignacce this year, the holiday had begun.

       

      The three cars in which Anna Viola had seen the English visitors pass her house were parked to one side on a skirt of close-cropped grass beneath the trees, ticking and sighing as their engines cooled in the night air. In the dark the trees seemed to come very close to the house on all sides but the front, where the light shone on open ground; they stood tall and still in the night air as though playing grandmother’s footsteps and just waiting for a moment of inattention by the inhabitants of Il Vignacce to creep ever closer. The house was divided in two, the larger half being on the south side, and here the iron shutters to the windows had been thrown open carelessly. A square of brilliant light shone on to the grass below the window, and inside, standing around the long wooden dining table, long enough to seat ten comfortably, stood the new arrivals.

      ‘Jesus Christ!’ exclaimed Lucien cheerfully. ‘What a road! Did they say anything about that on the website?’ He stared around goggle-eyed in a pantomime of amazement and, despite herself, Justine laughed. She shook his arm in mock reproof.

      ‘It won’t seem so bad once we’ve done it a few times,’ she said, but, looking round at their faces, tired and grey after the day’s travelling, still taut with anxiety over passports and tickets and timing, she wasn’t so sure.

      And the journey, or at least the final stretch of it, had come as quite a shock. The farmer had turned abruptly off the main highway and the pretty terrace of a little farmhouse had come into view; for a brief moment Justine had thought they had arrived but the dusty pick-up had bounced past on the uneven road surface. They’d followed him down a steep slope into dense woodland, the trees absorbing what remained of the day’s light and plunging them into deep gloom.

      Justine tried to remember whether there had been anything about the miles of dirt track in the description of the house; perhaps there had been a warning that the access road wasn’t suitable for all types of vehicle? Whatever there was had not conveyed the reality of five or more miles of lurching through dense forest on loose stones as darkness fell, descending hundreds of metres to the valley floor, climbing to cross a ridge only to start back down again. And all the time they had been obliged to keep up with the dusty pick-up rattling remorselessly on ahead.

      On one ridge they had glimpsed a muddy-looking reservoir carved out of the red earth and beyond it the lights of a distant village. They passed through a bleak clearing where a logging lorry stood while a gang of ragged, dark-skinned labourers loaded it silently in the twilight, turning their heads to watch the cars as they bumped past, but offering no greeting.

      Their little convoy had paused to open a gate about halfway down, giving rise to a weary cheer from Louisa and Tom’s car, but with a wave onwards the sandy-haired farmer climbed back up into the cab of his truck and set off again at speed. The sharp bends and precipitous dips had gone on for another ten minutes before they finally arrived, in pitch darkness, at the house. Il Vignacce. And even now Justine felt herself quail a little as the memory of the journey returned, and with it the sensation of having arrived at the most obscure and isolated place she had ever seen. She looked around the room to see how the others were reacting to the day’s journey.

      Lucien looked the most buoyant of them, every detail of his appearance shrugging off the journey, but then he usually managed that kind of insouciance. Lucien’s dark hair was springy, and his smooth brown face, faded cotton shirt and worn corduroy trousers gave the impression that he belonged in such a rustic setting; this was his stock in trade. His photograph had always looked so perfect beside his short-lived gardening column that Justine sometimes wondered whether his face, and his gamekeeper’s shirts, had got him the job, rather than any expertise in the subject.

      Lucien smiled as he looked around the room, giving off his habitual cheerful optimism. It was hard to believe, to look at him now, thought Justine, that Lucien had been reluctant to come on this trip; he looked as though he was ready for anything.

      For the others the burden of expectation that accompanied every painstakingly planned holiday, that crucial time away from the office or the school run, was all too visible on their strained faces, along with the awful possibility of disappointment as they looked around the house, checking for ugly furniture, cramped accommodation, inauthentic fittings, a blighted view. Not much chance of the last, thought Justine, as they seemed to be miles from anywhere, not a light nor a sound. Although in the inky darkness that enveloped the house it was impossible to be sure. Looking around the room, Justine thought it didn’t look too bad at all; the floors were terracotta, the steel shutters painted a muted brown; old country furniture was set about with a few functional modern additions.

      Justine looked at her husband again. Perhaps it was because Lucien didn’t work, at least not in any conventional sense, that he wasn’t really looking at the trip as a holiday and therefore wasn’t expecting perfect relaxation; for him it was a challenge. And of course whereas the others had been driving across Europe for almost three days, Lucien and Justine, unencumbered by children and all their paraphernalia, had only had to travel from the airport.

      ‘Good job we stopped at that supermarket,’ said Lucien. ‘God knows when we’ll feel up to getting out of here again. Shall I start cooking?’ And he pushed up his sleeves and pulled open a kitchen cupboard at random.

      ‘Saucepans look all right,’ he said, holding one up for inspection. ‘Nice and heavy.’ He began to sort through the carrier bags piled at his feet.

      Louisa and Tom were sitting at the table, a couple of chairs apart, and they made no move to help Lucien, although Louisa smiled approvingly when he suggested lemon risotto. Two pendant lampshades hung low over the table, casting a warm light on the couple’s faces and from over their heads came the sound of children’s feet running, and the squeak of bedsprings. The lampshades trembled slightly with the vibrations transmitted through the terracotta by some vigorous bouncing.

      ‘He is marvellous,’ Louisa said, turning to Justine. ‘You’re so lucky. What I wouldn’t do for a man who can cook.’ She looked pointedly at her husband, who smiled in a benignly unfocused way, and ignored her inference with what seemed like equanimity.

      ‘I mean,’ Louisa continued, ‘you would have thought that a restaurant critic might have some interest in cooking his own food, wouldn’t you?’

      Tom nodded and smiled. ‘Too many cooks, though, darling,’ he said, mildly. ‘We can’t all be multi-talented, can we? Clattering away together in the kitchen.’

      Poor Tom, thought Justine. Not because Louisa was getting at him, again, but because whereas Louisa looked no older than she had when they first married, her short hair still a bright untarnished blonde, her skin smooth and golden against the clean pink cotton of her shirt, Tom looked old, suddenly – not just middle-aged but almost decrepit. His blue eyes were faded, and his fair skin had reddened, become as coarse as if he worked outside. Or lived rough, she thought. Although, obviously, given the perfect comfort of Tom and Louisa’s Regency house in Hammersmith, with its cream sofas, polished wood and silver-framed family photographs, that was not a possibility. Perhaps it’s just age, Justine thought. We’re all getting older.

      Behind Tom and Louisa in the warm kitchen, where the light faded into the shadows at the far end of the long table, stood Martin, his serious, saturnine face shadowed with a day’s growth. Justine wondered where they’d stopped on the way down. Some motel in the Rhone valley, Martin had said, where perhaps he had not thought to shave. Perhaps he’s letting things slip just now, thought Justine; something about that wasn’t right. Martin had always been a very clean man, his clothes crisp from the iron, a smell of soap – even in the middle of all the turmoil. She thought of Martin’s modest North London house with Evie in it, the door opening on to a place that was always warm and bright, everything it contained somehow organized, speaking of a purpose and a proper place. Martin’s shirts on the ironing board, Dido’s sports kit bagged and labelled, the boots ranked in the hall. For the first time it occurred to Justine, who had only herself to organize, that Evie might have found it a burden, keeping all that order in others’ lives. Not any more.

      By Martin’s side stood Dido, drooping a little, swaying almost imperceptibly with tiredness, her smooth dark head resting against her father’s shoulder and her face blank with the need to sleep. Almost as tall as me now, thought Justine. And suddenly she remembered her visit to that London maternity ward fourteen years earlier: the dusty, unwashed windows, the black eyes in the sallow, exquisite newborn’s face. Dido staring up at her from out of a cotton hospital blanket, cradled in her mother’s lap and, shining like a lighthouse above Dido, her mother’s face, beatific with happiness. Evie’s face.

      ‘You’ve got to do it, Just,’ she had said, glowing with life and with the urgency of her message, happy like Justine had never seen her. ‘It’s the best thing.’

      Oh, Evie, thought Justine. Where are you now?

      Behind her a cork popped as Lucien opened one of the dozens of bottles they’d bought at the supermarket on a dismal trading estate outside Florence. Their trolley, comically overloaded with alcohol, had seemed to Justine to mark them out as foreigners, or more precisely as British, as the sprinkling of Dutch, German and French shoppers also cruising the aisles didn’t seem to have the same priorities; the proportion of groceries to wine in their baskets seemed something like three to one. Their own was roughly the inverse. Justine was not, however, embarrassed enough to suggest that any of it should be put back; she thought they would probably need the lot, and more.

      At the sound of the cork popping Justine saw Tom’s head jerk up from his examination of the table, his eyes coming into focus. Louisa’s lips were compressed with the beginnings of disapproval, and behind her Martin, his arm around his daughter, seemed to relax at last although his expression was, to Justine, as opaque as ever. Justine had never known Martin very well; her connection with him had always been through Evie, really. And, after all, she thought, looking around, how long is it since any of us were really friends? Fifteen years? And for a moment her heart dipped. What are we all doing here? she wondered.
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      It was late by the time he phoned but, as he had almost certainly known, Anna was not in bed yet. The older she got the harder she found it to settle, to decide to go to bed. Although, if she was honest, it had been like this since she had been alone again.

      Anna ate modestly and early these days: a salad with chicory from the garden, perhaps a little piece of meat if she was feeling the need, or some peperonata with a slice or two of hard Tuscan bread. And always a glass of wine on the terrace, just one, to iron out any lingering anxieties the day might have brought her, to allow her to daydream, to permit her to count her blessings. Anna liked food well enough; loved cooking, when there was someone to cook for, but she couldn’t rid herself of the idea that eating alone was a waste of a meal. So she got it out of the way by seven, then she would light a fire, and curl up on the old divan in her little drawing room to do a bit of sewing, embroidery, knitting – something to calm her and give her a sense of purpose. She liked embroidery, particularly, because napkins, pillowcases, with an initial or a posy of flowers in the corner, were always useful and could be given away at random for weddings, christenings or birthdays. Knitting was not so neutral; it had a physical body in mind, and always reminded her that her son was too old to want her loopy sweaters any more, and there was no grandchild.

      By eleven Anna’s eyes would be too tired to go on with close work. So she would leave the fire to die down and wander through the few but comfortable rooms of her house, straightening and patting and putting things away: a velvet cushion, her solitary knife and fork and plate by now quite dry on the draining board, a rug askew on the sofa. The house had two good-sized rooms downstairs, with a broad stone staircase leading upstairs between them, and the kitchen, which led out on to the terrace. The old kitchen door, with its thick distorting glass, now stood closed against the night. There were two bedrooms above, one of which was Anna’s, with a small stone balcony where she could step out and feel the cool morning air on her soft ageing skin. Both rooms were square and solid with chestnut beams overhead and undulating cotto floors thick with the red lead of centuries. Both looked out across the valley to the west, to the grey hills that rose and fell, one behind the other in darkening shades as they receded.

      Sometimes Anna asked herself why she had come back here after all those years in the city. Her friends in Rome thought she was mad, certainly, to give up the city’s comfort and friendly chaos and her little flat nestled between the roofs in Trastevere, with her view of a belltower and a green sliver of the Tiber, and a glimpse across the rooftops to the Villa Borghese from the bathroom window. Anna knew why, of course. Not that she was sure she would know how to explain it to them, and after all she had not burnt her boats completely. The terms of her lease on the flat permitted her to transfer it to her son, and now Paolo lived there. Although it saddened her to think how little her flat – hard-won and precious as a jewel to her once – resembled a home these days.

       

      When the phone had rung, at just before midnight, Anna was on her balcony in her nightdress and woollen shawl, standing under a sky speckled with stars and looking down in the direction of Il Vignacce. She was wondering about the English, who had arrived in their dusty cars when she had thought the season was over – the pale, serious faces she had glimpsed through the hedgerow. There had been children, she was sure. Perhaps September is not so late for them, she thought: they’re from the north, after all, and, besides, the sun this year had continued to shine throughout the harvest, making the faint, misty chill that had begun to creep in morning and evening seem benign, clearing the air and sharpening the colours of the leaves as they began to turn.

      Anna pulled her shawl more tightly around her shoulders all the same, as she thought of Il Vignacce beside the dark, silent river so far below her in the woods, hidden by the deep folds in the mountain, the slabs of limestone pushed up millions of years ago, and the miles of undulating birch and ash and oak. She had heard the ring of the telephone downstairs, and hurried inside, grateful for the warmth that greeted her.

      ‘Mamma.’ Anna’s heart lifted and she smiled at the sound of her son’s voice, forgave him the almost imperceptible impatience perhaps only she would have heard in his voice, forgave him the lateness of his call and the gruffness that could not entirely disguise his affection.

      ‘Caro,’ she said. She could hear the unmistakable background noises of the hospital, an urgent, distant siren, the squeak of a trolley, and a conversation, the raised voice of a parent in distress and a surgeon’s soothing reply. She could picture Paolo exactly, standing in the cold concrete lobby where the lifts arrived, between his ward and the operating theatre. Orthopaedics. Broken bones. Trauma. He was smoking a cigarette, she could tell from the sound of his breathing, and using his mobile, standing beneath the sign that prohibited both activities. She could tell, too, that he was frowning, his high forehead almost permanently furrowed these days, since Olivia left him, or he left her, whatever the truth of it was.

      ‘Don’t smoke, caro. It’s not good for you.’ She heard him sigh. ‘So what about tomorrow? Are you just beginning your shift, or are you going home now?’

      ‘Just beginning. Well, an hour or so ago. I just did a broken elbow, a little English boy on holiday fell in the street, but that went well, he did just what I told him, tough little kid. He liked watching me put the bones together on the screen. Looks like it might be a quiet night, fingers crossed. I might even get some sleep.’

      Anna found herself nodding, feeling a flush of pride as she thought of her son patiently mending the broken bone, maybe talking haltingly in his broken English to reassure the child. Her pride mixed with anxiety as she registered the weariness in his voice.

      ‘Don’t come if you haven’t slept, darling,’ she said, with a sigh. ‘It won’t be safe. And the roads are terrible back into Rome on a Sunday evening. But —’ she stopped.

      ‘Look, Mamma,’ Paolo said gently, I’ll come if I feel rested enough. Like I said, it looks like it might be a quiet night. And I’ve got a few days off, so I won’t have to rush back. Now I’ve got to go. A kiss for you, OK? Maybe see you tomorrow.’

      Softly Anna put the phone down and climbed back up the stairs to her room, where she closed the long window on to her balcony, climbed gratefully into her soft old bed and fell asleep, at last, to dream of things that happened long ago, things that, waking, she would no longer remember.

       

      Justine lay in the dark, Lucien beside her breathing evenly. It had been one of the things that Justine had first found irresistible about Lucien six, seven years ago: his knack of instant, tranquil sleep, his breath as regular as a metronome, his certainty. She had felt safe, sleeping alongside such a healthy, untroubled physicality, like a child’s body next to hers.

      Justine had opened the window and pushed back the metal shutters to let in some air and the deep black of the clear night sky. Why did the shutters have to be so heavy, she wondered? They seemed to be made of solid steel. Perhaps because the place was shut up all winter, and, after all, you wouldn’t want to be making that trip down to check on things too often. A sensible precaution, then.

      It was the children who voiced the feelings the adults had not expressed upon their arrival at Il Vignacce. Not Dido, who had remained silent throughout the meal, and who perhaps no longer counted as a child, all things considered, but Louisa’s two boys: Sam, the eleven year old, a large, fair, open-faced boy with Tom’s amiable smile, and his smaller, fiercer, darker brother Angus. They had taken the opportunity while Lucien made his risotto to investigate the house, flinging open cupboard doors and wrestling on the beds; they even appropriated the key to the smaller half of the farmhouse where Justine and Lucien and Martin and Dido would be staying, and rushed out into the darkness whooping and squealing to see whether it contained any more useful surprises than their own accommodation. Hoping for a television.

      ‘It’s a bit spooky, isn’t it, Mummy?’ Sam said, uncertainly, his exuberance distinctly muted as he came in out of the darkness. ‘I mean, it took ages to get here from the road, and there aren’t any lights or anything. It’s like – you know, a story or something. Like – Hansel and Gretel, that kind of story. And it’s very quiet. You can hear stuff in the woods, noises and stuff.’ He looked at them earnestly.

      The adults sitting around the table all smiled at him, at least partly in recognition of the fact that, to all of them, the lonely house in the dark woods recalled the same stories. But by now they were in a mood to be indulgent about superstitious associations; the table had been laid and a second bottle of wine had been opened. Each adult face seemed softened, the lines expressing weariness and tension and anxiety ironed out by alcohol. Even Louisa looked a little flushed in the kitchen’s warmth, and kinder; beside her Tom sat with his arm around her shoulders and looked up with fondness at his son.

      Martin and Dido were at the table, at least showing some willingness to be included in the party. Dido had been given her own glass of wine, and she sat with her hand cupped around it as though it was warming her. Justine had watched the girl as she looked around the table, the simulacrum of a feast, the illusion of a happy extended family united, and saw loneliness in the girl’s dark eyes.

      Then Lucien had brought the risotto to the table, pale yellow and scented, and a salad full of the different coloured leaves he had rhapsodized over in the supermarket when he’d seen them stacked in bunches in their wooden trays, some shavings of parmesan, some grilled aubergines. A creamy, custard-yellow tart dusted with pine nuts and icing sugar sat on the side in its plastic box, testimony to the fact that Lucien always thought of everything.

      Martin gave a little sigh, although Justine couldn’t have said whether of satisfaction or resignation; Tom and Louisa murmured something complimentary, backing each other up with enthusiasm. Sam and Angus, however, wrinkled their noses at the approach of the plate of pale, steaming rice and hunched their shoulders in silent refusal. Louisa sighed, stood up and went to the elderly fridge, which shuddered as she opened it, and brought them back bread and salami and triangles of processed cheese. This started Lucien off on one of his riffs about modern eating habits and the state of the nation and Justine could have kicked him this time as she watched Louisa struggle to justify her capitulation without starting an argument. Tom sighed and buried his nose in his wine glass.

      ‘Come on, Lucien.’ Everyone looked at Martin, who had barely spoken until now, his voice a little hoarse, as though rusty with underuse, but mild. ‘Wait till you’ve got children of your own. It’s not that easy.’

      Lucien opened his mouth, but perhaps he realized for himself that the first night of their stay was not the right time to get started on the junk-food conversation, because he just shrugged and smiled.

      ‘Yeah, right. So, who wants risotto, who wants Dairylea triangles?’

      Suddenly everyone seemed to be united in hunger. The long plate of risotto was handed up and down the long table and the boys busied themselves stacking up meat and cheese into toppling sandwiches they could hardly get into their mouths. The air drifting through the window was still warm and smelled sweet and foreign, the smell of acres and acres of uninhabited forest, some rich melange of wildflowers, decaying leaves, ripening fruit and river water. In the trees all around them the insects sang while they ate, steadily and happily. At the table Lucien put his arm around Justine and she leaned in against him gratefully.

      ‘How’s that?’ he said, kissing her lightly on the cheek. ‘Better?’

      Justine nodded, and looked up at him, feeling herself soften and relax, tucked in beneath his arm. Across the table Louisa smiled fondly at them and although the smile creased and wrinkled the skin, just growing papery now, around her eyes she looked younger to Justine, more vulnerable. Perhaps it was the food, or the wine, but it felt as though this was really a holiday after all.

      ‘Good risotto, Lucien,’ said Tom. ‘Very good.’ He stuck his thumb up cheerfully and planted a kiss on Louisa’s cheek. She blushed and smiled. ‘What’s for pudding?’ Everyone laughed, and Justine experienced such sudden affection for all of them, from the squabbling boys with their cheeks shiny with grease, to Martin who had been unable to stop himself smiling at Tom’s indefatigable good nature, that she could feel it welling up behind her eyes.

      On that point, somehow, the evening turned; it was as though, under the influence of wine and food and even perhaps an awareness that they were so far from anywhere, they had decided the holiday was going to work after all. Lucien, who had spotted the pizza oven on one side of the farmhouse and registered the ample supply of firewood littering the forest floor, began talking about self-sufficiency with an enthusiasm that seemed to communicate itself to the others.

      It grew late, past eleven, and the boys were sent to bed, to dream of fishing in the river and lighting fires in the woods. Justine washed up in the big stone sink; Dido offered to dry but Martin shook his head at her as she yawned.

      ‘Go to bed, sweetie,’ he said gently, and took her next door to the smaller half of the farmhouse which they were to share with Justine and Lucien. They had hardly looked inside when they arrived, Justine thought, just dumped their bags and gravitated here for a drink and some food. Justine felt reluctant to move out of the warm bright kitchen to go next door; it seemed extraordinarily dark outside now, an inky, velvety black beyond the small circle of light cast through the open door. When he came back Martin took her place beside Justine, silently and carefully drying and sorting and putting away.

      ‘How was your flight?’ he asked, for something to say perhaps, but his tone was friendly.

      ‘Oh,’ said Justine, surprised, ‘all right. You know.’ Lucien hated flying, hated everything about it: the stewards, the food, the other people. It brought out his most fastidious side, and made him irritable. She said nothing more, and for a moment or two they continued in silence, the shrilling of the insects saturating the darkness beyond the window.

      This can’t go on though, thought Justine, with determination. We’re all going to have to talk, sometime.

      She glanced over her shoulder into the room at the others, smiling and chatting in the glow around the table. She took a breath.

      ‘How is Dido, Martin?’ she asked, tentatively. ‘She seems so – grown up. And worn out.’

      Martin looked down at the tea towel in his hands. ‘I don’t know,’ he said briefly, and fell silent. Mechanically Justine continued to hand him the dripping crockery. Then he spoke again, and this time he looked at her.

      ‘I’ve never been – very good at talking about things,’ he said. ‘I didn’t need to, with Evie. I thought I didn’t. I never expected —’ He broke off, looking down again.

      ‘No,’ said Justine, as gently as she could. ‘None of us did. It’s not your fault.’

      Although of course she didn’t know if it was Martin’s fault, or not; although they’d known each other for fifteen years, spotted each other at parties, had dinner at each other’s houses. Martin had always remained on the edge of things, uncommunicative, mysterious, reliant on Evie, as he said, to do his talking for him. None of them had ever got to know much more about him other than the fact that he was very good at making money, and that once, at a party early on in their relationship, he had broken a drunken guest’s nose when he’d said something that upset Evie. That had left him with something of a reputation, but it hadn’t encouraged intimacy.

      ‘I miss her,’ she said, without thinking, and saw Martin’s head dip as she said it, eyes closed. She heard him exhale, a hopeless sound.

      Justine thought of the last time she’d seen them together, Evie and Martin, a supper at their pine table piled at one end with the accumulated debris of their daily lives: school reports, circulars, telephone directories, a grey school skirt with a rip waiting to be mended. She and Evie had sat across the table from each other under the low pendent Tiffany lamp that glowed multi-coloured in the warm kitchen. It had been – when? Late spring last year, warm enough to drink a glass of wine in the garden first, warm enough for Evie to be wearing a dark sleeveless dress; as she reached for her glass her long arm was pale and slender. Upstairs music had been pounding in Dido’s room, reverberating in the dark hall and down through the kitchen ceiling, and they’d both smiled over it, the thought of Dido’s mysterious existence shut up in her dark, noisy cavern of a room.

      ‘They’re hard to understand, girls,’ Evie had said. ‘I think boys are different. Louisa says so. I don’t know what goes on in Dido’s head.’ She had looked sad; even, very briefly, lost. Perhaps that was it, thought Justine, that was the moment I should have asked her what was wrong.

      ‘Adolescence,’ was all Justine remembered saying, shaking her head, thinking of the terrible business of growing up. Thinking of herself, probably. She passed a secondary school every day on the way to work, and they seemed like aliens to her, fourteen year olds, suddenly spotty, their noses and ears and chins all too big as though their features grew faster than the rest of them. Some girls with greasy centre partings and flat shoes, eyes cast down and hands jammed in their pockets, while others wore full make-up, the right shoes, and had a boy’s elbow to cling to through the school gates. Not a level playing field, growing up. Looking at Evie in the lamp’s soft glow, it had seemed clear that she must have been one of the lucky ones, with a clear skin and an easy smile. Dido too, probably, although perhaps it was too early to tell. But, looking back, Justine thought maybe she had been wrong about Evie, maybe at school she hadn’t been the girl everyone wanted to take out. Maybe it had been a cover-up.

      Martin had been there, not at the table, but standing leaning against the counter, out of the light, watching them, looking at Evie in that way he had, as though she was not his partner but literally his other half, an extension of his own self. Justine had always thought that romantic: Martin’s certainty, right from the start, that he and Evie belonged together. But she remembered seeing suddenly that evening when, having watched them until he was satisfied, Martin had slipped out of the room, softly closing the kitchen door behind him, that there might be something claustrophobic about it. To be looked at like that, watched hungrily; such passionate intensity seemed out of place in a long-married couple. But Evie had shown no sign of finding it oppressive; it was as though she no longer even noticed, going on with their conversation, about children.

      Darting a sideways glance at Martin now, Justine wondered suddenly how he could possibly have survived it: the loss of Evie. But as they went on with the washing-up, and it seemed to Justine that at least Martin was happy to be with her in the shadow by the sink, to leave the others at the table in the light. They were talking animatedly at first about trips to Siena and Florence, maybe a visit to some unspoilt hill-town Lucien had heard of down towards the Argentario coast. Tom mentioned a restaurant he wanted to visit, maybe write a piece about, somewhere in the hills. Slowly the conversation wound down under the effects of the alcohol until, more or less as Martin dried the last plate and Justine put it away, they all came to sleepy silence. Tom made a half-hearted attempt to persuade someone to join him in a glass of grappa, but found no takers and finally they dispersed, each making their separate ways to bed and the delicious, virgin promise of someone else’s clean linen.

      Lying now in the soft, foreign bed, Justine listened to the new sounds of an unfamiliar house and its systems restoring themselves to equilibrium, the pipes ticking and gurgling, the creak of beams and stairs as the building settled back down after the day’s invasion. Someone turning in bed in the next room: Dido or Martin. As her eyes adjusted to the light Justine could see a square of stars outlined by the frame of the window, and a distant ridge of trees silhouetted by the faint, ghostly luminescence they shed. She heard the hollow call of an owl from across the valley, unmistakable despite the fact that it was a sound that Justine, a city girl born and bred, had never heard in nature before. Suddenly she felt the thrill of being in so foreign a place, far more foreign than she had expected; a place where anything might happen.
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      Justine and Louisa, and Evie too, despite her absence, were the reason for this holiday: they were the connection. The men had come later.

      The three of them, not in the least like each other, had been friends almost from the beginning, or at least the beginning of their adulthood. They’d met on their first day at university when they’d been allocated the same landing in a huge, dreary Victorian hall of residence in West London; there’d been others on the landing, of course, but they came and went, drifting in and out and making little impression. Justine, Evie and Louisa stuck, for one reason or another.

      Justine, the first of them to take up residence, had met Louisa’s mother Julia before she met Louisa herself. She thought afterwards that if it had been the other way around she might never have taken to neat, repressed, circumspect Louisa. Her mother was a tiny, fragile-looking, lovely woman, elegant as a miniature Cecil Beaton model, with a nineteen-inch waist, lemon blonde hair that curled around her high cheekbones and huge, luminous grey eyes. She was a monster, too. Clever but thwarted, ambitious and snobbish, she had suffered the ignominy of a husband who had promised well but turned out to be a manic depressive, forcing her to settle her considerable expectations on her only child.

      None of this Justine knew on first sight, of course, but as Julia stalked up the grimy stairwell of the mansion block commenting in her languid voice on the ghastly colour the stairwell had been painted, the picture was already beginning to form. And when Louisa appeared behind her mother, the image of a dutiful daughter but with the glint of rebellion in her blue eyes, Justine found herself smiling at her.

      It became obvious that from early childhood Louisa had been the vehicle for her mother’s ambition; Justine, who came from a very different background, quailed even now at the thought of being the focus of such attention, but Louisa had her own way of dealing with it. From the moment Louisa left home for university she began to make her own decisions about what she wore, who she saw, and what she read, making sure in each respect her choices differed from those her mother would have made, and politely she kept her mother at arm’s length. In this light her pink lipstick (denounced by her mother as unflattering), her Laura Ashley dresses (badly made, fancy dress), her neat, short hair (dull), looked like dangerous subversion.

      As they grew older, and saw less of each other, Justine realized that in fact Louisa resembled her mother very closely in some aspects of her character, not least her determination. But to Justine then Louisa’s attention to the detail of her own life, her dedication to quietly resisting her mother’s intellectual snobbery and ceaseless attempts to decide her future, seemed heroic. And then Louisa had married big, untidy Tom Fane, and her mother had given up.

      No one had ever taken the slightest interest in Justine’s future, it sometimes seemed to her; perhaps, she thought on meeting Julia, she should be grateful. The fourth of seven children, Justine had grown up in an unruly, bohemian household in a cramped terrace in Muswell Hill almost unnoticed. Justine’s mother, Sonia, was an art teacher, a romantic, dishevelled woman addicted to the production of children whom she then largely ignored, sometimes looking at them as if she couldn’t quite place them. Her husband Victor, a copy-editor at a large academic publishers, had been more committed in theory to his children as individuals, but distracted from the practical application of his love for them by the effort of earning enough money to keep the household running. Justine had been named for a character in a book, as had her two brothers and four sisters, and at moments of dipping self-confidence she sometimes wondered whether her parents were able to distinguish their offspring either from each other or from their literary namesakes.

      Sonia became a widow at fifty when her husband died suddenly at his little grey desk in Victoria, of a heart attack. Justine, who had been sixteen, had been more grief-stricken than she would have thought possible at the lack of a man whom, for most of her childhood, she had hardly seen – granted only her small share of the hour every evening that separated his return home from work and the children’s bedtime. Secretly, her own overlooked among the grief of so many others, Justine had avidly stored away the few memories she had of her father. The occasional bedtime story read with sound effects and funny voices or her turn on the sofa beside him in front of the television. A day spent in his office once when she had been ill, sharpening pencils with a machine he kept on his desk while he worked beside her; lunch at the Golden Egg and a paperback from Smith’s for a treat.

      The suddenness of her father’s disappearance from her life, having left for work one morning never to return, had left Justine with an abiding sense of how quickly things she had thought immutable could change. It had made her a melancholy schoolgirl, escaping into the rambling, introspective essays she would write for her English teacher and shying away from the risks involved in developing a social life. And then, quite suddenly, she had begun to notice something that was happening to her body: a failure of pigmentation, quite unobtrusive at first, just the odd pale patch with an irregular outline like a white island against her golden skin. The condition was diagnosed as vitiligo. It commonly began around puberty, she later learned, but Justine always connected it, however illogically, with her father’s death.

       

      Once it had been diagnosed as progressive but not dangerous, Sonia had little time for her daughter’s condition in the aftermath of her husband’s death. Although at the time she seemed more annoyed than bereft by his loss. She was busy enough worrying about being left alone with the children and no money, although most of them, by then, were supporting themselves. And so Justine had taken herself to the doctor, to find out that there was nothing that could be done about the faint markings on her skin, the scattering of white hairs that sprang up one night at the left temple. She learned to ignore it, at least that was how it appeared to her friends, and in fact it was hardly visible as long as she was clothed. Justine applied sunblock carefully and without complaint, wore long sleeves in the summer, kept her clothes on. She kept her head down, and worked.

      Now Sonia lived in a small, dark cottage in Essex which smelled of cats and paraffin, its damp back garden overgrown with brambles and mildewed roses that had begun to obscure the little sunlight available. She still taught art, part-time, at an adult education facility, and often complained to her neighbours that her children never came to see her (as they would inform Justine on her twice-annual visits), and what was the point of having children, after all? The truth was that Justine’s sisters, Juliet, Rowena, Isabel and Tess, with two, two, one and three children respectively, could not stand their mother now that they had children of their own and realized to what extent they themselves had grown up neglected.

      Oscar, Justine’s lazy younger brother and closest sibling, lived on benefits in a Colchester bedsit, endlessly studying, or so he said, for an open university degree in philosophy, and never washing his clothes. Occasionally he went home to his mother to borrow some money; he was introverted, and rarely spoke. Dan, the oldest of them, had died of a drug overdose while at art school aged twenty-one; Justine, eight years his junior, could barely remember him any more. She remembered the shock of being told that he was dead, the disbelief at how easily it could happen, just one mistake and everything stopped. Time up. She had lain in her room and thought of all the things that Dan would never do, now. And every year more of Dan slipped away from her until he was nothing more than a tangle of blond hair and a bedroom full of blue smoke and psychedelic posters. He would have been forty-three if he had lived.

      As is sometimes said to be characteristic of middle children, and perhaps more so if the middle child in question feels herself to have some flaw for which compensation is required, Justine had been – and was still – industrious and determined. She had worked hard at school, often staying behind in the silent, ill-lit school library to do her homework, always scrupulously organized and punctual; when she got home, she would change into jeans and go to the pub, where she had since the age of fourteen had a part-time job collecting glasses. This had allowed her to escape from her family – from her sisters in particular, with whom she fought almost in rotation – and to earn money. When her efforts were rewarded and she arrived at university with three hundred pounds saved to take up residence across that draughty landing from Evie and Louisa, Justine was as happy as she had ever been in her life. The dusty jewel colours of the stained glass on the stairs, the long, unkempt grass of the communal garden, even the roar of traffic on the Fulham Road, everything about her new circumstances seemed wonderful to Justine, and she was ready to make her neighbours her new family even before she had seen them.

      Evie had turned up fashionably late that September, days after Justine and Louisa had bought mugs and instant coffee, arranged their books on their shelves and put up their posters. She had stepped off the bus from King’s Cross, a year older than them, her skin nut-brown and peeling, she said from six months’ travelling across Europe and North Africa. She was carrying a bulging leather suitcase with a broken hinge, and it had burst on the checkerboard tiles of the mansion block’s doorstep.

      Justine thought perhaps some people might have said she wasn’t beautiful at all. You could have said, Justine supposed, that her shoulders were too broad, for example, or her nose a little too long, her hands too big. But there was something she gave out that meant not exactly that you didn’t see those things, but that made them delightful; a kind of ineffable sweetness, a glow of health and heedless happiness. She was always smiling, it seemed, even when she was commiserating, as she often did, or relating a misfortune, which was rare; she radiated a constant human warmth. It came off her even then, at that first meeting, as she stuffed knickers and scarves and shorts back into her case, laughing up at them as she apologized.

      Evie had said, as they sat over coffee in Louisa’s room, the contents of the suitcase between them in a dustbin bag (Louisa, being organized, already had a stock of them) that she had come from her grandmother’s house in Chalk Farm. An only child, she had been living with her parents in a dilapidated farmhouse in Spain since the early seventies, but the previous year they had died in a car crash on a notorious stretch of road between Malaga and Granada, on their way back from a party. The police had told her, Evie said; it had taken them a while to find her, and she had waited for three days, wondering whether her parents might have just headed off to another party without telling her. They had gazed at her, Louisa and Justine, round-eyed at the tragedy of it. She had smiled at them then, kindly, and talked about something else.

      Louisa and Justine never met Evie’s grandmother, and Evie reached an arrangement with the university accommodation board to be allowed to stay on in the halls of residence when term finished. She would spend the time sunbathing in the communal gardens and prompting calls of complaint from the few remaining non-university tenants of the mansion block, who looked forward to a summer without students and held a particular grudge against golden, voluptuous girls like Evie, stretched straight out like a Bonnard beside the dahlias and not visibly applying herself to academic study.

      Although when Evie had first told them about her parents’ death, Justine had been aghast at the horror of it; once Evie was no longer there to confirm or deny the story Justine sometimes found herself wondering whether it had all been true. The exotic, tragic childhood, so poignant, so perfect a setting for a jewel like Evie, so fully realized in every detail. It might have been something she had dreamed, or perhaps Evie had made it all up and, like the sacred myths of childhood – that one’s mother was beautiful, one’s father powerful – it would dissolve like smoke if subjected to adult scrutiny. Is this what happens when you die? Justine wondered; your garden turns to weeds, your possessions lose their meaning all heaped together on a jumble-sale table, and all your carefully constructed life falls into pieces when you are no longer there to say, this is who I am.

      Certainly Evie arrived in Evelyn Gardens alone; she did not, however, fit their image of an orphan. She was not small and wan but big and beautiful; she glowed with robust health, long shiny brown hair as straight as glass and dark-blue eyes, Evie already knew a great deal more about sex than Justine or Louisa, and was as generous in passing on her knowledge as she was with her spectacular wardrobe, which was stuffed with old satin ballgowns and ragged black mantillas she said she’d bought at Spanish markets. Evie didn’t care what anyone thought of her, or so it seemed then; whatever her background it seemed to have taught her that life was too short to sit and wait for something to come along. There were always plenty of boyfriends, and although none of them, until Martin, was allowed the chance to settle in, Evie was always kind to them, even when she was telling them that she thought perhaps things weren’t working out. To Justine and Louisa she was the model of an adventurer, and they watched, rapt, to see what might happen to her.

      Friends at eighteen, though, are different kinds of friends by the time they are twenty-five. Within five years of the three first meeting Louisa had married Tom in a church off Fleet Street wearing a satin gown with a thirty-foot train of Russian lace her mother, with even more spite than usual, denounced as vulgarly ostentatious. They bought their house in Hammersmith, practically the suburbs; it was a shabby, peeling Regency villa that had only recently been vacated by squatters, and it had been all they could afford at the time. From that point on Louisa divided her time between work, to which she applied herself with fierce single-mindedness, and the restoration of their house, from plaster cornices to wrought-iron railings. Needless to say, she had succeeded in every detail and the house had proven to be an extraordinarily good investment, but there was little time left over for socializing. There was the odd wine-bar sandwich snatched in a half-hour lunch break, and a phone call, now and then, just to keep up, but it wasn’t the same.

      Evie had met Martin when she was out with Justine one evening, drinking in a student bar in Bloomsbury. Louisa had stopped living like a student as soon as she was able, what with married life and a smart job as a PR in Belgravia, but Justine and Evie didn’t shrug it off quite so quickly. This bar, which offered cheap alcohol and a cheerful, noisy crowd in the basement of a decaying student building just off the roar of the Euston Road, was the kind of place they often visited in the early days of their working lives. At that time Evie had been learning to restore stained glass in a workshop in Fulham; she was good at it, and hardworking, although dismissive about her talent. It was the first of a series of artistic skills she managed to acquire over the subsequent fifteen years, although she never made money at any of them, and sometimes it seemed she did that deliberately, shy of making too much of any talent she had. Meanwhile Justine was laboriously trying to become a copy-editor like her father in her cramped cubicle on the third floor of an office block.

      They were both impoverished and on the ungroomed side of pretty, although, where Evie exuded physical confidence, Justine had a tendency to hunch and to pull her sleeves down. She always found, though, that after an hour or so with Evie she would be standing up straighter and laughing louder. Evie was a crash barrier and a safety net, encouraging, putting her arm around Justine, laughing helplessly at her stories of office life. That evening there had been a live band crashing away in one corner of the basement room and a few people were lurching drunkenly to the music, then Martin had appeared beside their table and asked Evie to dance. He was abrupt and his expression was serious, but Justine had known Evie wouldn’t say no; she never did.

      Justine had watched them together across the room; Martin had barely moved, Evie in front of him had begun to dance exuberantly as usual but had slowed down, they moved closer to each other and Justine could see that they were talking although she couldn’t hear what they were saying. She could remember quite clearly that even across the crowded bar Martin was different; unlike any of their other contemporaries he didn’t seem like a boy at all, but full-grown. Even at twenty-one he exuded a kind of strength, an intensity that Evie responded to without being able to help herself, as though she was physically being pulled in by him. She was tall but he was taller; from that distance he made her look delicate, vulnerable, in need of his shelter, her face tilted up towards his, fascinated. Perhaps, looking back, Justine thought what she had been too naïve to think then, that it had been a sexual thing. And certainly that had been a part of it. But there had been something else, too; a fierce, unsentimental quality to Martin’s intelligence that had mesmerized her, demanded her attention and her dependence. Later, Justine had wondered if those things had somehow ceased to be enough for Evie.

      It was clear that something had happened when Evie got back to Justine that evening: her eyes were bright and although Martin remained on the other side of the room, leaning against the wall with a glass of beer in his hand, she told Justine that she was going to see him again the following evening.

      At first, of course, Justine and Louisa had assumed that Martin would last no longer than Evie’s other boyfriends, but soon enough it became obvious that she couldn’t let him go. He took Evie away from them in a way no other relationship had; they met alone in new places, rarely going out with others. But Evie was in love with him, that was clear; whenever Justine saw them together it was obvious that they would rather be alone, they didn’t want things diluted in some noisy communal space where they couldn’t hear what each other was saying. They went away that summer to Morocco for three long months, both on unauthorized absence from their courses, and when they came back, dark and exotic from travelling, there was no coming between them.

      And they did look right together, somehow: Evie so vivid and Martin sombre; she seemed to need him as much as he needed her, which was not how it usually worked with Evie. And it turned out, soon after their return from Africa, that Evie was pregnant with Dido. She didn’t need to announce it, she just grew, insouciantly, under their noses, and then, with three days’ notice, invited them all to her registry office marriage to Martin the month before Dido’s birth.

      They had all stood there on the steps of Marylebone Registry office throwing confetti over Evie and Martin, Evie defiantly huge in scarlet satin, her belly standing in for a bouquet, while the traffic roared past on the Euston Road. Like a bright caravanserai they had all paraded across six lanes of traffic in their finery to the reception, which was a picnic in the rose garden of Regent’s Park with champagne drunk from the bottle and chocolate cake. Looking back, Justine thought that Evie had showed no sign of having been forced into it, either by Martin or by social pressure. As some of their friends had suggested at the time; she had seemed extravagantly happy.

      Justine, however, remained single, and she didn’t mind at all, or thought she didn’t. Living in a bedsit in a blackened, crumbling Georgian terrace on a main road in south London, she relished the order and tranquillity of a solitary existence. She was working as a junior editor in the fiction department of a large publishing house, had her own small office, neat piles of tagged and annotated manuscripts bending the cheap shelving and filling her with pride. Barely paid enough to cover her modest rent, Justine looked forward to her work, and rode the bus up to Bedford Square every morning full of eager anticipation; she had a few friends to lunch with, her own space and peace. That seemed to be enough, for the time being, although she certainly assumed that this was not always how it would be. It seemed a long time ago, now, to Justine; a time when she had thought it was just a beginning, all that patient, close work on manuscripts that would, one day, lead to something greater.

      Then Dido arrived. When Justine came into hospital to see her Evie had seemed so happy it seemed as though she needed a curtain pulled around the bed to disguise it, for decency. But she was changed, too, somehow. Somewhere she kept quite secret. Justine had seen it, almost by chance, when she had decided to drop in one evening to see Evie about a month after Dido had been born. Instead of the radiant mother she’d seen in the hospital, Justine found Evie pale, red-eyed and thinner; her strong shoulders fragile, her jawline sharpened. Alone with Dido in her arms in a cold, untidy kitchen she had actually looked afraid. Justine had never seen her look afraid of anything before.

      ‘Is she breathing?’ Evie had asked, straight away. ‘I don’t know – sometimes she seems to be hardly breathing.’ She had held Dido out to Justine. The baby looked, to Justine’s inexpert eye, perfectly healthy, golden and round-cheeked, and most certainly breathing. Bemused, Justine had shaken her head a little.

      ‘Of course she’s breathing,’ she said. ‘What’s the matter, Evie?’

      Evie pushed a sweaty tendril of hair out of her face. ‘She had a cough, that wouldn’t go away. Wheezing. Nothing serious, the doctor said, but I lie there listening to her breathe at night, and I don’t know —’ She broke off, breathed a deep painful sigh.

      ‘You just haven’t had enough sleep, Evie,’ Justine guessed. ‘Look at you. Sit down, I’ll make a cup of tea.’ She turned to put the kettle on but Evie didn’t move, stood there swaying in the middle of the floor.

      ‘I sometimes wake up,’ said Evie, almost talking to herself, ‘at two, or three, before it’s light and I think, what if I couldn’t move? What if the baby was crying and I couldn’t get out of bed to go to her? It’s not just me, you see, not just me now. If I’ve fallen asleep on my arm and it’s gone dead, I just panic. I —’

      Then she had stopped, abruptly. Justine had made her a cup of tea, they’d sat at the table and talked about something – clothes, work, breastfeeding. Evie hadn’t said any more then, nor ever again, not explicitly, and when next Justine had come round, making sure to ring first this time and let her know, the kitchen had been warm, and ordered, and Evie’s hair clean. It seemed as though she was entirely her old self, smiling again, encouraging, holding out Dido for Justine to hold. Justine was surprised by how relieved she felt.

      The three of them maintained contact – Justine, Evie and Louisa – although they probably saw a little less of each other as every year passed. At first it was dinner most weeks in one household or another, but gradually this dwindled to a drink now and then. This was natural; it happened among other groups of friends, they observed, as responsibilities other than those belonging to friendship intervened in their lives. And Evie in particular, Justine felt, was always close; even if they hadn’t seen each other for six months, they would pick up again as before. She would admit things to Justine perhaps she didn’t tell anyone else; when Dido had a tooth extracted under anaesthetic only Justine ever knew how terrified Evie had been, and when Martin went through a difficult patch with the business and was hardly there.

      Louisa and Tom would always invite Justine to their sought-after parties, though – a summer one in the garden, with tubs of clipped box and strawberries in the punch, and another at Christmas, with branches of yew and trailing ivy, in their huge drawing room. Sometimes Evie was there, dressed in something bold and impractical, a red velvet coat with bare legs and scuffed stilettos, Dido toddling at her feet, sometimes with Martin, too, gazing at her. Sometimes they didn’t come.

      Justine always went, at the beginning, then she began to feel ill-at-ease, not quite groomed enough in the glamorous company Tom and Louisa had begun to keep. Tom was an influential journalist by then; he wrote about the food industry, breaking stories about inhumane conditions and adulterated foodstuffs that won him awards. As a result their parties were full of booming news editors and women in cocktail dresses and high heels looking sharply around, gauging the calibre of the company with a professional eye. Justine had missed three or four of the Fanes’ parties in a row when she told herself one Christmas that she was being a coward and a disloyal friend, plucked up her courage, and got on the tube to Hammersmith. She had splashed out on a new dress, black and close-fitting with long tight sleeves, and found herself knocking on their dark-green front door on a frosty evening.

      It was Lucien who had opened the door for her, Tom and Louisa having been detained elsewhere; he had been invited because he and Tom worked for the same newspaper. He’d looked her up and down approvingly on the doorstep, until she’d blushed and tried to push past him.

      And that had been that. He had kept her next to him for two hours, holding her forearm as they talked in a quiet corner of the breakfast room, the overflow from a particularly well-attended evening. Afterwards they had gone home together to his house in Notting Hill which at that time had been full of junk sculpture and Edwardian display cabinets they had tripped over in the dark. Justine had often thought of that night since as she lay next to Lucien while he slept, wondering whether these were the kind of memories that kept marriages together.

      Even in the dark Justine had removed her clothes with caution, but the next morning when Lucien drew back the curtains and let in the wintry morning light she had not had time to draw the sheet up and her body had lain there, exposed. He had said nothing; Lucien had never said anything and so she felt he must not mind it, the marks and configurations of brown and white on the concealed parts of her body, the pools of bleached skin that over her adolescence she had watched expand overnight like an oildrop on water; to Justine then the relief had been so powerful as to feel more like a victory. Later, of course, she had not been so sure.

      For a year or two Justine, and Lucien, became regular visitors again to the parties in Hammersmith. But then Lucien had given up the gardening column when he’d felt it cramping his style, and they hadn’t been back since to Tom and Louisa’s.

      Justine had gone on seeing Evie, of course; Lucien did not entirely approve, for some reason, of the idea of a girls’ night out. He implied he thought it tacky; disapproving largely on grounds of taste, it seemed. Evie would escape from domesticity for a snatched drink in a pub near Bedford Square now and then, but more often Justine found herself turning up for supper at their little house, where Dido would be put on her knee to bat the table with her small hands and shriek. Once Dido had started at school she would shyly bring out her pictures for Justine, big splashy poppies or detailed drawings of her home with furniture and stick people in the rooms. Evie didn’t go on about Justine having children of her own, but Justine would sometimes catch her looking at them together, Dido on her knee playing peek a boo behind her hands, and she knew what Evie was thinking.

      Evie’s outward life didn’t change, not much; she did some freelance restoration work, learned how to proofread for a pittance, the odd review for an old boyfriend, and her bedroom was still a heap of tangled silver sandals and Victorian piano shawls, beads hanging from an etched glass mirror on the dressing table. It wouldn’t have occurred to her to learn to drive, or wear something sensible, like jeans, just because the other mothers at Dido’s school did.

      Once or twice Justine did find herself wondering where it had all gone, the time, the potential, all the things they had thought Evie would do. And occasionally she looked tired, and right at the end Justine remembered noticing that she looked her age, suddenly; grown up; thirty-five. Beautiful, still, and perhaps more beautiful; her waist a little thicker, little lines around her eyes, her cheekbones sharpened, but not a girl any more. That was how she’d looked under the Tiffany lamp that last evening, talking about adolescence, questioning Justine about her marriage, was she happy. Had something been bothering her? She hadn’t talked about herself, or Martin. She never talked about him, in fact.
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