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Praise for Wet Paint


‘A skilful, absorbing novel that is so much about seeing and being seen’


The Spectator


‘What marks Ashby out as a distinctive voice is the warmth and compassion with which she depicts her characters and their milieu’


The Observer


‘Wet Paint is a clever, gripping novel in which art and life reflect on and imitate one another’


Times Literary Supplement


‘A blistering story of one girl’s attempts to outmanoeuvre past trauma, loss and rejection only to find her life descending into chaos’


Stylist


‘A realistic and elegant portrait of a young woman beginning to recover herself from bereavement’


The Irish Times


‘In this poised, heartfelt debut, Ashby paints a raw, richly detailed portrait of untethered youth, friendship and suppressed grief’


Olivia Sudjic, author of Asylum Road


‘This isn’t a book you read, but a book you step into. Chloë Ashby has created a mesmerising and energetic world of grief, art and self-discovery’


Emma Gannon, author of Olive


‘Wet Paint is a searing exploration of grief, friendship and what it is to grow up. It made me laugh but also cry. I will think about this book for a long time’


Annie Lord, author of Notes on Heartbreak


‘A courageous and unwinding exploration of female pain. Dark, funny and hopeful, it’s a remarkable story’


Abigail Bergstrom, author of What a Shame


‘Delicate, powerful and honest all at once. This is an unforgettable novel, and I’ll read anything Chloë Ashby writes’


Lucia Osborne-Crowley, author of My Body Keeps Your Secrets




To my mother and her mother
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‘It is an unfortunate physical reality of the material nature of paintings that these objects are vulnerable to change and damage as a consequence of exposure to a variety of damaging causes’


– The National Gallery


‘The body has been made so problematic for women that it has often seemed easier to shrug it off and travel as a disembodied spirit’


– Adrienne Rich





Prologue



I was seven years old when I first got tumbled by a wave. Usually, on our stretch of coastline, they’re soft and gentle. They rock against the shore like a Moses basket, lulling bathers into the cold water. That morning, the beginning of a blustery day at the end of summer, they were rolling harder, faster. My mother didn’t hesitate, diving in and emerging a pink fleck in the blue expanse beyond, a mirror for the sky. I battled, holding fast, my torso tense as a plank. My puny limbs were pricked with goosebumps. I looked back at the long, flat beach and our sorry pile of discarded clothes. My mother called out that I ought to go with the waves rather than try to fight them. That was the first time I considered nature’s hold over me, and the first time I resisted its demand. I ignored her advice, and a moment later I was sucked under. Saltwater up my nose and down my throat. Spun with sand. Disorientated, scrabbling for air. Until, at last, under my armpits, my mother’s hands.





February



It had never happened to me before. I’m not someone who struggles to make sense of my emotions. Ask me why and I would say it’s because I pay attention to them, because I have a fondness for precision. My mother would insist it’s because I’ve been fortunate enough to inherit what she calls her ‘gut feeling’. When I was a child, I imagined it glowing inside her like a traffic light – red, amber, green. If ever I caught her undressing or lying in the bath, arms floating by her side, the pad of one big toe poking at the tap, I would stare at her soft stomach and try to detect the beams beneath her pearly skin.


Maybe it was the absence of any feeling in my gut that morning that made me think of her. My period was late, and I was waiting. Waiting to react. Waiting to feel … anything. Anxiety, frustration, fear. Panic, perhaps, though at thirty-five that would have been a bit dramatic ; I knew there were options. I tried to sit still, which was difficult on the Tube, the carriages rattling through the tunnel, dark and compact. I closed my eyes and clamped my hands on my knee. The appropriate response had to be there ; I just needed to concentrate.


Noah had told me early on that he didn’t want children. I can still see the look on his face as he said it, lips rolling in on one another, eyes tapering. He was bracing himself for me to say it was a deal-breaker, the way other women had done before. That’s fine, I remember replying, laughing, I’m not exactly yearning for motherhood. He asked me if I was sure, and when I said yes, relief flooded his face. I stopped laughing, because he was serious and so was I. We went on with our day, and the days after that. The days turned to weeks, months, years.


We met when I was twenty-five and he was thirty-six. By now, we’d been together for ten years and married for eight. We’d established a routine, a way of living. With only ourselves to worry about, we could afford to be selfish, prioritising our relationship, our work – that was the way we liked it. During the week, we were out more often than we were in. Weekends were quiet and free. We rarely ate dinner before eight o’clock, and we always drank wine. Sunday mornings were spent in bed, reading the papers, and doing other more intimate things.


My period being late should at least have been a nuisance. An unwelcome surprise, like rain without an umbrella, or off milk on cereal. The one and only time it had been this late before, it had been more than that.


I blinked open my eyes and let my gaze brush over my fellow commuters. A young guy in a shiny new suit. An older woman bundled up in a bobble hat and scarf, nose-deep in a book. Some teenagers drinking cans of Coke on their way to school. Behind them, the passenger alarm : ‘Lift flap and pull handle.’ Still drawing a blank, I considered the possibility that I was simply tired and in need of a jumpstart.


My period was late, and so was my mother. It was twenty past one and I was sitting in the café at the National Gallery. I’d accepted a job at the museum a couple of months before Noah and I got married, a small ceremony at the local town hall followed by tonnes of sharing plates at a restaurant we loved right nearby. When we met, I was finishing my 
postgraduate diploma in conservation, exploring the techniques and materials of artists from the Middle Ages to the twenty-first century, learning how to identify signs of 
deterioration and conduct both remedial treatments and emergency interventions.


As soon as the minute hand began to lean to the right, I felt an itch of nerves on my forearms, because she was never not on time. I snuffed it out with thoughts of sandwich fillings. We were both keen on the poached salmon one, with ochre mayonnaise and peppery watercress that caught in the cracks between our teeth ; before saying goodbye, we’d direct each other’s little-fingernail towards the most conspicuous pieces of green. I left my coat on the back of my chair and slid two of those sandwiches onto a plastic tray, then after a split-second hesitation – my mind flickering to the box of untouched tampons in my bag – ordered two small glasses of white wine. By the time I was back at our table, like a shell her chair remained empty.


I called her mobile and it rang before going to voicemail, so she couldn’t be stuck on the Tube without signal. Maybe she was walking, and it was buried deep in the belly of her handbag, so she hadn’t heard it ring or felt it vibrate. Maybe she’d arrived early and decided to visit the permanent collection before instead of after lunch, as she usually did, and lost track of time. The itch crept up my arms towards my chest. I glanced again at the clock, the long hand advancing, and drank some wine. The self-reproach that made itself known in my reddening face took me by surprise.


When the table started to tremble, and the word ‘Home’ appeared on the illuminated screen of my phone, I almost knocked over my glass. ‘Mum?’


‘Cathy, darling, sorry I missed your call – I’ve been on the phone with the council all morning.’


‘You’re in Norfolk?’


A gentle laugh. ‘Yes.’


‘We’re supposed to be having lunch.’ I tried not to let the disappointment leak into my voice.


‘Today?’


‘Now.’


‘Now?’ I heard the jangle of beads as she slipped on the red-rimmed reading glasses that were a regular feature around her neck. Next, the licking of forefinger and thumb, and the leafing of pages – she’d always kept a diary by the phone, filled with writing that sloped to the right. ‘Oh my god.’


I pictured her cheeks, pinched with guilt.


‘I can’t believe it.’


I drank some more wine, forcibly opening my throat when, involuntarily, it threatened to close up. I watched with interest as my free hand went to touch my stomach, then I tilted my head back and felt the cool liquid slip down inside me.


‘I’m so sorry, darling.’


‘It’s OK.’


‘It’s not OK.’ Her voice cracked. ‘I’ve never missed your birthday.’


‘Honestly, don’t worry about it, Mum. Is everything all right at home?’


‘Oh, everything’s fine, it’s just this new proposal for an offshore windfarm.’ My mother was one of the few inhabitants in her local area to care more about clean electricity than the skyline. ‘It could power almost five hundred thousand homes, isn’t that incredible?’


‘Incredible.’


‘It is, and you can just imagine the response from some of this lot.’


I peeled open the clear plastic packaging of my sandwich as she started rebuking the naysayers.


‘They’re objecting because of the birds.’


‘The birds?’


‘The birds!’


Apparently, there was a risk of them colliding with the rotor blades.


‘Anyway, enough of that.’ The jangle of beads, followed by the turning of another page. ‘Do you have lunch plans on Tuesday?’


‘Hang on,’ I said, moving my phone away from my ear and in front of my face. I could vaguely hear her talking into the receiver as I checked my calendar. I nodded to no one in particular, then : ‘No plans.’


‘Well, keep it free – it’s on me.’


‘Will do.’ I glanced at the clock one last time and told her I should probably go.


‘Happy birthday, darling.’


‘Thanks, Mum.’


Frank was waiting for me inside the staff entrance. When he saw me, he raised a hand in greeting. He’d started at the museum around the same time as me. At some point during my first week, or it could have been the second, we were summoned by HR and instructed to stand next to one another and smile for an awkward double portrait that we later learned was circulated internally. We’d been friends ever since.


‘Good lunch?’ His voice was deep, the kind of deep you would attach to a large man with broad shoulders and big feet (like me, Frank had to stand on a stool to reach the solutions we kept on the studio’s top shelf, right above the paintbrushes and pots of ground pigments). It was also coarse from sucking on skinny cigarettes that he rolled at high speed with liquorice-flavoured paper. Apparently, his partner, a kind and supportive Scotsman called Douglas, had tried to help him quit for years before giving in and taking up smoking himself.


‘It was fine, thanks.’


He arched a single grey eyebrow, quite capable of reading me by now. ‘Well, I have something for you.’ I was trying to work out how word of my birthday could have got out when he added : ‘It’s ready.’


My lips curled up at the corners, any lingering disappointment about being stood up by my mother dispelled. ‘The beach scene?’ I whispered.


He nodded at a speed that told me he, too, was excited, though for different reasons. I was looking forward to working on the somewhat unexceptional View of Scheveningen Sands because it reminded me of home, while Frank had a thing for Dutch Golden Age paintings. He appreciated the departure from biblical themes and the focus on daily life. The tabletop arrangements, portraits, domestic interiors, landscapes. This one was nicely done in a muted palette of inexpensive browns, greys, yellows and blues, but admittedly nothing special. It had only come to me because the room where it hung was being renovated.


‘Shall we?’ Instead of opening one of the double doors, he gripped both handles and pushed them wide. As he did so, his mouth broke into a grin. There was something boyish about his features, which were all a tad too big for his face, as if he were still growing into them in his fifties. When he told me that one of the reasons he liked the decidedly secular subjects of the Dutch was because he’d been force-fed Catholicism as a child, his eyes had flashed left and right – the way they do whenever he lets me in on a secret.


I followed him down another set of stairs to the lower conservation studios, the sound of museumgoers muffled, the temperature a degree or two lower, or at least that’s always how it feels. It might have something to do with the dusky-blue walls, and the chunky white lights hanging in front of them, vaguely resembling floating icebergs.


‘Here are our findings,’ said Frank, passing me a plastic folder of printed notes, the results of various investigations, including analysis under ultraviolet light. He was in the scientific department but often helped out with structural work, as dextrous with canvas and wood as he was with rolling papers. ‘Also on the server, of course.’


‘Of course,’ I said, smiling first at his professionalism and then at the way he was eagerly rocking back and forth on his heels. I held the folder snugly to my chest as I approached the painting, which was resting on an easel in the corner.


The beach stretched out beneath a clouded sky ; together with the heavy coats and boots of the men, women and children gathered on the shore, it told the viewer it was a gusty winter’s day. On the left, a couple of old fishing boats rested against the grassy dunes, and further along a few more had been pulled up onto the sand, fresh from the waves.


‘So, there’s the split in the lower wood panel – that’s one issue – and then there’s the discoloured varnish.’


‘Right.’ The entire scene had a sallow tinge to it from where the natural resin varnish, applied to protect the paint, had darkened over time.


‘Obviously there’s only so much we can tell at the moment,’ he added, following my gaze. ‘We’ll do some more investigations after your initial clean.’


‘Mm-hm.’ Like a camera lens on autofocus, my eyes zoomed in and started scanning the surface for losses. The sky was muddy with overpaint, probably from an earlier restoration. So was the sea.


‘I’ll leave you to it then,’ he said, talking to me but looking at the painting. ‘Will I see you at Mara’s leaving drinks?’


I wondered aloud why the waves ran perpendicular to the beach in places, instead of parallel with it.


‘Catherine?’


‘Sorry?’


‘Mara?’


‘Oh, sure.’


As his footsteps receded along the corridor, I heard him chuckling. I closed my eyes and tried to breathe in the salty sea air.


I had no intention of attending Mara’s leaving drinks, and Frank knew it. I was just too distracted to make a legitimate excuse. I spent the afternoon reading about my Dutch marine painter, Hendrick van Anthonissen, and if it hadn’t been for Noah, I’d have continued sifting through books and journals late into the evening. Hendrick and I would be spending the next few months together, and before I started on his painting, I wanted to know all about him – his career as an artist, his life in Amsterdam, everything in between.


But I also wanted to meet my husband, who had booked us a table at my favourite restaurant. My husband, or my man friend – Noah had jokingly suggested I call him the latter when I’d told him I kept stumbling over his new marital label, and, to his dismay, it had stuck. I collected my things and headed for the exit, tapping out a message telling him I was on my way. I listened to a voicemail from Anna, my best friend since school, wishing me a ‘happy fucking birthday!’ and demanding we get together at the weekend.


As I emerged from the staff entrance, the cold air nipped at my bare ankles – Noah had given up on telling me, his face creasing with faux-concern, that I seemed to have forgotten my socks. After a December that had felt more like autumn than winter, January had been bitterly cold, and now so was February.


The Christmas tree in Trafalgar Square was long gone, leaving the stone lions guarding nothing but Nelson. Still, the concrete patch stretching out in front of the National Gallery was teeming. Tourists were pointing their cameras at buskers strumming guitars beneath lamp-posts, their low-rent version of a spotlit stage. A grey-haired man was humming to himself as he made art on the ground with coloured chalk. Unlike the framed pieces in the museum, this would be washed away by morning. Giving it a cursory glance as she passed by was a woman of about my age with a small baby strapped to her chest. I looked away and wrapped my scarf around my neck.


As I walked to the restaurant with my bag slung over my shoulder, I could feel the box of tampons gently but persistently poking my side. Noah was sitting at our table when I arrived. I saw him through the misty window, in conversation with one of the waiters, talking – as usual – with his hands as much as his mouth. He clapped and the waiter laughed. I couldn’t help smiling as I opened the door and felt a warm flush of air. I shed my coat, and with it any thought of my cycle.


‘Happy birthday, my love,’ he said, standing to greet me with a kiss surrounded by his winter beard, an annual addition to our household. ‘Here.’ He held out his hands, well versed at reviving my fingers, with their poor circulation. ‘I’m sorry I had to slip out early this morning,’ he said, rubbing them warm. He’d planned to bring me breakfast in bed – ‘proper coffee and almond croissants’, he’d said, fresh from the sweet-smelling bakery around the corner from the flat – but a departmental meeting had intervened.


‘Don’t worry, Tom kept me company.’


‘Oh good, I’m glad – I had a word with him before I left, you see.’


I shook my head, even as I felt my cheeks rise. He liked to think that he and our black-and-white rescue cat had a mutual understanding.


He carried on the joke for another minute or two, as he always did. ‘I asked him to go and get some more milk, and he obliged, but then he was starving hungry …’


‘As usual.’


‘… as usual, and he couldn’t wait until he got back to the flat. He tried his best to be careful, but the bottle was just so heavy, and when he tipped it up …’ He bit his lip with disappointment. ‘There were milky paw prints all along the pavement.’


I laughed.


‘So, how was your day?’


I was halfway through telling him about the seascape when two glasses of champagne arrived, golden yellow in glasses shaped like tears. I cocked my head.


‘What?’ he asked, reaching out to receive them and handing me one.


‘Come on, it’s not exactly an important birthday.’


‘Every birthday is important, especially your thirty-fifth,’ said Noah, raising his glass to clink mine, looking me in the eye. ‘I would know.’


‘Oh, that’s right, for a moment I forgot how old you are.’


He reached his spare hand under the table and gave my thigh a half-squeeze, half-pinch. ‘Age is beauty, babe.’


‘Well, that I believe.’


His darker than dark hair was threaded with grey, but it was still full and thick. When he smiled, the kind of lines that add character to a face sprung up around the corners of his mouth and eyes. He wore them well, the extra eleven years he had on me. With him, I was happy to accept the deeply unfair disparity between men and women when it comes to ageing.


‘So,’ he said, ‘what are we having?’


We turned our attention to our menus, and shortly after the waiter reappeared. He and Noah picked up where they left off, half laughing, half despairing about the US president’s latest outrage, while I weighed up the pros and cons of ravioli versus spaghetti.


After we’d ordered, Noah asked about lunch with my mother. ‘Did you and Janey have fun?’


I swallowed my final sip of champagne and felt the tiny bubbles fizz against the sides of my throat. ‘She didn’t make it, actually.’


‘Oh?’


‘She forgot.’


He paused. ‘Lunch or your birthday?’


I tried a little too hard to put on a smile. ‘Both.’


‘Wow.’


‘Yes, well, there’s a lot going on at home. Which is good, obviously.’ Ever since my father’s heart had unexpectedly given out, she’d been keeping herself busy, helping to manage the local nature reserve, volunteering at beach cleans. I didn’t blame her, living in the same house, with the same things – an inhabited reliquary. Still, there were times when I couldn’t help but take it personally. My mother, who used to be the one to call, who if anything should have been more available, had become absorbed in other things. The one thing that had kept me going after Dad was the thought that she needed me.


‘Anyway, we’ve rearranged,’ I said, waving away his sympathy and steering the conversation back around to his meeting. ‘How did it go?’


‘Oh, fine, there’s some reshuffling going on – a couple of promotions coming up over the next few months, apparently, but we’ll see.’


Noah had worked in the same university department for the entire time I’d known him. He spent his days researching and writing about diplomacy, nationalism, and conflict past and present, as well as teaching. He cared as much about his students and their futures as he did his own work, encouraging them to apply for internships and then jobs, joining them on marches. His ability to sit and immerse himself in a text, no matter what was going on around him, was one of my favourite things about him. He would probably have said the same about me and paintings.


‘Well, I would promote you,’ I said, hooking an ankle around his.


‘That’s good enough for me.’


Our mains arrived, followed by a double portion of tiramisu adorned with a single candle. Noah sang to me, quietly to begin with, then loud enough for the tables on either side of us to hear. My cheeks were burning, but that didn’t deter him – we both knew that I secretly loved being serenaded on my birthday. When he was done, I blew him a kiss, and the waiter brought us complimentary shots of limoncello.


On the Tube home, he told me there was a birthday present waiting for me in the bedroom.


I gave him a look, and he laughed.


It turned out there was a parcel tucked away in his bedside table. I asked if I could wait and open it the following morning and have my other gift first.


‘Your other gift?’ he asked, pulling me towards him hungrily.


His lips tasted of lemon sherbet.


After, I went to the loo, and there it was – as they say, better late than never. I stared at the swatch of red until my vision blurred, then I shook my head and looked away. When I stood up and went to wash my hands, I realised I was trembling. I gripped the edge of the sink to try to steady myself, but the tremors started up again as soon as I loosened my hold. I gazed at my reflection in the mirror and tried to work out whether I’d had too much wine, or whether it was something else. Again, I willed my gut feeling into action. Again, it played dead.


Had you ever imagined the two of us together, Noah asked me, lying in bed the morning after the first time we’d slept together, our limbs entwined beneath the duvet. My head was resting on his steadily rising and falling chest, and his index finger was drawing faint circles around my hip. In truth, I hadn’t – I’d always thought of him as Anna’s – but I didn’t want him to interpret my loyalty as indifference, so I lied and told him I had. And you? He told me he had, too. For a while it made me wonder if he still pictured himself with other women.


That was how we met – he and Anna had been dating. It would have been a dodgy move on my part if she hadn’t been the one to suggest that he and I get together. By this point, she’d been introduced to her now-husband, though she maintains there was no overlap and that Caleb had nothing to do with her dumping Noah. Still, she traded in a brilliant if slightly scruffy lecturer in international relations for a hot young music producer with his own record label.


It was Anna who’d pursued Noah in the first place. They’d met through a mutual friend who also worked in the war studies department. Back then, when we were in our early twenties, she’d been charmed by him being a decade older and having more than one book to his credit. He was as kind and supportive then as he is now, two qualities she’d long been craving – she would laugh when asked about it, make some joke about Freud and her ‘daddy issues’. Maybe I was craving those qualities too. Though I loved my father dearly – he was the only man I’d ever loved before Noah – it was my mother I missed if we ever went more than a week without speaking.


I followed up with Anna a couple of days after my birthday. Caleb was away that weekend, so she suggested we spend the Sunday together. After my morning run, I caught the overground from Hackney Central to Kentish Town, where they’d lived for roughly the same amount of time that Noah and I had been in London Fields. We got lucky, Anna would tell friends, when they commented on the size of the house, and the garden, and the shed that Caleb had converted into a home studio. She’d stretch her lips into an apology as she added, It seems our house price has been the one good thing to come out of us leaving the EU! In fact, they’d paid just under the asking price, and the seesaw of Brexit negotiations had only just begun.


I arrived at the recently brightened brick façade and climbed the steep stone steps to the front door, the letterbox of which was stuffed with weekend papers. The bell emitted a two-pitched ‘ding-dong’. A moment later, the click of a lock and the glossy black door swung open.


‘Cathy, hello!’ Anna had Theo on her hip. My unofficial godson.


She ushered me into their honey-coloured hallway, and I took off my coat and hung it on the rack while she closed the door behind me and freed the papers from the letterbox’s grip. I considered kicking off my shoes, wary of the leafy mulch that had gathered on the pavements after a night of heavy rain, but decided instead to give them a quick wipe on the doormat. Anna didn’t care about that kind of thing.


After she’d lowered a babbling Theo to the floor, paved with reclaimed tiles, we hugged, and I breathed in the sweet scent of her woody perfume muddled with baby skin, soft and clean.


‘It’s so good to see you,’ she said, clinging on tight like we were floating in the middle of the ocean and I was her rubber ring. ‘And not just because I haven’t spoken to anyone above the age of two since Caleb left on Friday morning.’


‘It’s good to see you, too,’ I said, laughing. ‘Both of you. In fact, I might have something in here for a certain small friend of mine.’


Theo’s coffee-coloured eyes ballooned as I knelt beside him and began to rootle around in my bag. He’d inherited them from Caleb, together with his thick black hair ; even with a buzz cut, Caleb’s was glossy and dark. Theo’s skin, a warm brown, was a blend of his mum and dad’s.


‘Um, you’re the one who’s supposed to be receiving gifts today,’ said Anna, tapping me with her toes.


I reminded her that I got a good discount in the museum shop and handed him a colouring book of paintings by famous artists. He opened it onto a pot of sunflowers.


‘Oh Theo, isn’t that kind of your fairy godmother? Are you going to give her a big kiss to say thank you?’


Still holding onto his book, he reached out his pudgy arms.


Anna and Caleb had a cleaner who came every Monday, and yet, whenever I visited at the weekend, their beautiful home looked like it had been burgled. The blue table in the hall became a landing station for bags, post, keys. Pairs of shoes lined the hall, and that day a small, foldable umbrella that had been left to dry half-closed resembled a crouching spider. As I made my way to the kitchen at the back of the house, overlooking the garden, I glanced into the living room and could barely make out the sofa beneath the soft toys and magazines. It would have driven me mad, and Noah madder, but they weren’t fazed by it. I suppose they knew that, in a couple of days, order would be restored.


While Anna put Theo down for a nap, and I waited for the kettle to boil, I returned various bits and pieces to the kitchen cupboards, painted a soothing sage green, and wiped the counter clean, scrubbing extra hard at a sticky patch by the sink. When the whistle sounded, I made two mugs of milky tea, Anna’s sweetened with sugar. I brought them over to the table, pollinated with crumbs, and smiled as I noticed a bunch of irises wrapped in brown paper and an envelope with my name on it.


I was loading the dishwasher when Anna wafted in and plonked herself down in the chair closest to the window. She was wearing a thick woolly jumper that made her legs, clad in stretchy black leggings, look extra-long and dainty. Toes with strawberry-red nails. She’d agreed to live in a period property on the condition that Caleb would pay for underfloor heating. Reminded of it, I decided to slip off my shoes after all.


‘Thank you, lovely,’ she said, cradling the wrong mug in her hands. ‘This is just what I need.’


‘Sugar’s in this one,’ I said, joining her and handing her the other mug.


‘Ah, even better.’


‘And thank you,’ I said, smiling as I brushed my fingertips against the violet-blue petals.


‘I know you like them.’ She held her hands, hot from the mug, over mine, her rings glinting in the winter daylight leaking through the window. Beneath hers, my own fingers were bare except for a plain gold band. Noah had suggested we pick out an engagement ring together after he’d proposed, but at the time I hadn’t felt I needed one, and when he’d got his own plain gold band, I liked that we matched.


I took a sip of tea and pressed the soles of my feet against the warm wooden floor. ‘So, where did you say Caleb was again?’


‘Oh, they’re shooting a video for that Willesden indie group I told you about.’


‘Very cool.’


She drank some tea and licked her lips, which were cracked from the cold. As she leant back on her chair and reached into the drawer of a large dresser for a mini tin of Vaseline, she said she had something to tell me, actually.


‘What is it?’


She smiled like she used to when we were younger and she was harbouring a secret, lips curled, eyes crinkled. Like when she had her first kiss or got straight As in her exams, or when she was accepted to study English at university, which she did before her law conversion. She and Noah shared a love of literature, though she never talked as animatedly about it as he did. I liked to read too ; I just didn’t always pick up on their references. Every Christmas I asked Noah to choose a couple of the well-thumbed classics lining the shelves in our bedroom for me. He would take great care in his selection and tell me why he thought I would like something or find it interesting or moving or funny. As I read, say, Pride and Prejudice, I would mentally bookmark phrases and descriptions I wanted to share with him, like ‘A lady’s imagination is very rapid ; it jumps from admiration to love, from love to matrimony in a moment.’ In that instance he nodded, solemn, and replied, It’s true, fortunately.


Anna rubbed her lips together, shiny and wet-looking. She was still smiling.


‘So?’ I asked.


‘I think I might be pregnant.’


I remember this moment distinctly. My breath snagging. Clinging onto my mug, though the china was thin and the tea piping hot against my palms. At the time I felt like I’d been winded but looking back I think a more accurate description would be that I’d caught the tip of a gentle breeze. A taste of how simple life could be. How light and nimble. How easy. No different from saying yes or no to a spoonful of sugar in your tea.


‘Well? Are you happy for me?’ She was laughing.


I laughed in return and felt myself blush. ‘Of course, just surprised.’ I put down my mug on the table and we hugged. ‘Congratulations!’


‘I haven’t told Caleb yet,’ she said, holding me tight again.


‘What do you mean?’ I pulled away and looked her in the eye. ‘When did you find out?’


‘Well, I haven’t yet.’ She bit her lip, eyes still smiling. ‘I just realised I’m late.’


‘Wow.’ I let out a breath of air as I said it. ‘How late?’


‘Two or three weeks.’


‘Were you trying?’ The question was out of my mouth before I had time to properly consider it. I scrunched my toes inside my socks.


Anna answered with the same coy smile. ‘We weren’t not trying.’


I felt clammy. Maybe it was the tea. She often spoke about her sex life with Caleb, how good it was, how healthy it was. I wondered whether she used to talk to me in the same way about Noah, but I couldn’t remember. I was living with her at the time, south of the river, in a small flat with paper-thin walls. I could see the two of us sitting on the sofa after he’d stayed over for the first time, me leaning towards her, listening, her mouth moving at speed, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying. I’m relieved that, although sights and smells tend to stick in my mind, I find sounds to be less adhesive.


‘I feel gross.’


‘Sick?’


‘Sick. Tired. Generally grotty.’


I nodded sympathetically while simultaneously trying to figure out if I’d felt that way when my own period was late.


‘Hey, don’t worry, I’m happy too!’


I quickly rearranged my face, which must have changed without me realising.


‘Mum’s over the fucking moon.’


‘Oh, you spoke to her already?’


She nodded, swallowing a mouthful of tea. ‘She rang just before you arrived, and I told her that I suspected it at least.’


I nodded back, wondering when they’d started talking again. Anna regularly went through what she jokingly called periods of ‘drying out’ from her mum. She’d always been openly envious of my ability to spend unlimited amounts of time with my own mother. I contemplated telling her that she’d forgotten my birthday, then decided against it.


‘Hey, how about Lemonia for lunch?’ she suggested, two lines appearing between her eyebrows, eyes searching mine.


I snapped out of the wicked spiral I was on the brink of succumbing to – the one where Anna’s life decisions implicitly challenged my own – and said, ‘You’re always disappointed with what you have there.’


‘But you love it,’ she said, squeezing my arm. ‘Besides, we’re celebrating!’


I smiled. ‘Of course – I really am so happy for you.’


She tapped her forehead with her palm. ‘I mean your birthday!’


‘Oh, that,’ I said, half laughing. ‘OK, let me just nip to the loo.’


I could tell from the soft glow of our two first-floor windows that Noah had switched the ceiling lights off and the floor lamp on. It was something we did every evening in winter to make the flat feel cosier than it was. I crossed the road and hooked my keys out of my bag.


On the stairs I caught the scent of fried onions and garlic. The smell got stronger when I opened our door, and sure enough, in the kitchen I found Noah standing over a sizzling pan, some chopped mushrooms and a packet of rice beside him on the wooden counter. In the dining room, also the living room, I could see candles glimmering on the table, which was already laid for dinner. Smooth-sounding jazz was playing on the radio, and Noah was humming along. Beside him was a glass of red wine.


‘Hello you,’ he said. ‘Happy with risotto?’


I helped myself to a glass and sidled up beside him. ‘More than.’


When we first met, I liked that he was interested in food, mainly because I wasn’t. If not for him, I’d have made do with a combination of hot buttered toast and one-pot meals. After a while, I became a convert.


‘Did you have a good day with Anna?’


‘I did, thanks.’


He tumbled in the mushrooms then dipped his head down to look me in the eye. ‘All OK?’


He was too accustomed to the tone of my voice, could detect even the slightest dip. I made a conscious effort to smile and said, ‘Anna thinks she’s pregnant.’


‘Wow, that’s great news.’ He raised his hands in the air as he said it.


I felt myself stiffen, just a little.


‘She’s always wanted two.’


‘How do you …’ I stopped mid-sentence. There was no use in me asking a question we both already knew the answer to.


His eyebrows twitched, almost imperceptibly, as he continued : ‘And now Theo will have a friend.’


I laughed. ‘I don’t think Theo is going to have any trouble making friends.’


‘You know what I mean.’


Noah and his brother Daniel had always been close, and when their parents died shortly after we got married, they became even closer. We saw Daniel and his wife, Griz, roughly every other week ; even though it could take up to an hour to travel between us on public transport, either they would come to ours or, more often than not, they’d host us at their house in Golders Green. Their youngest, Allie, had taken to making place names every time we went for dinner to ensure that she and I would be sitting next to one another. Her favourite subject at school was art and she’d told me more than once that she wanted to work in a museum, just like me. I’d never considered that I’d been hard done by, being an only child, until I saw her together with her brother, Nick, and her older sister, Lizzie. I’d always thought of my father, my mother and me as a small but nicely formed family unit. Three sides of a triangle.


‘She wants a girl,’ I said, sipping my wine.


‘I’m sure she does.’


I wriggled out from under his arm and asked him to pass me the tallest glass vase on the top shelf, too high for me to reach without standing on a chair. I unwrapped the irises and laid them out on the counter lining the other side of our narrow kitchen with my back to Noah. As I snipped at the ends, Tom weaved in and out of my legs and purred, trying to trick me into thinking he hadn’t already been fed. Quietly, I scooped a small handful of extra pellets out of the bag kept in the cupboard beneath the sink. When, less quietly, I dropped them into his metal bowl, Noah made the kind of sound that accompanies raised eyebrows. I pretended not to notice and continued with my arrangement.


Anna had always known that she wanted to be a mother. Inexplicably, I’d always viewed it as extracurricular – something you did if you had the time and energy to spare in between holding down a relationship and a career. It was one of the things Noah and I had in common that he and Anna didn’t. We were better suited, a natural fit, really. She said so herself, and not just because she wanted children and he didn’t. She wasn’t all that interested in hearing about his students, or particularly excited when he had something published – a piece in an academic journal or a chapter in an anthology. Likewise, his eyes glazed over whenever she talked about the law. She was bright, on her way to becoming a barrister, one of the most promising pupils in the chambers, before she got pregnant with Theo.


It’s not that I hadn’t considered it. Every so often I would become quietly preoccupied with searching for something outside myself, something bigger. My mind would idly drift, stray thoughts of responsibility and care slipping in and out of my consciousness. Just occasionally, I felt I ought to be more selfless, that I had more to give. I was happy with Noah, and doing well at work, so an extracurricular was surely viable. Sometimes the notion coincided with my cycle, which made sense, I thought – probably it was hormonal. Sometimes it was sparked by an announcement on social media. Occasionally, it came out of nowhere. Whatever the source, it never lasted.


‘Hey, I have to keep stirring this, so can you please come over here?’


I put the vase on the table and my birthday card from Anna on the mantelpiece. I felt a chill and sighed at the fireplace, which, like the one in our bedroom, was purely decorative.


‘Is everything all right?’ he asked, as I walked back towards him, lifted his arm away from his side and slipped in between.


When I couldn’t figure out why it wouldn’t be, I smiled and said, ‘Of course.’


‘Are you sure? You look very deep in thought.’


‘I’m sure.’


Almost a foot taller than me, he kissed me on my crown, and began to push the rice around the pan.


The following week, I was due to meet my mother for our rearranged lunch. Same time, same place. I’d texted her the night before to remind her, and she’d replied telling me she’d already booked her train ticket and couldn’t wait to see me.


In the museum café, the same table I’d been sitting at the week before was free, so I took it again – hoping that was where the déjà vu would end. My eyes were moving towards the clock when they landed on my mother, wrapped in a winter coat the shade of stewed plums and a velvet scarf I’d always liked. She smiled at me, and I smiled back, my heart rate quickening the way it did whenever I hadn’t seen her for a few weeks.


‘Cathy, darling.’


I was up and about to slide out from behind the table when she leant across it and enveloped me in a hug, her hair, thin and wispy like feathers, tickling the side of my face. Her looks were another thing I’d inherited from her : we had the same dark eyebrows, straight nose, and big eyes that I’d always felt were slightly on the googly side. Dimples 
that revealed themselves as we spoke. Other than the fact that she wore more make-up than I did, the only physical differences between us were those wrought by time.


‘I’m sorry again,’ she said, still holding onto my arms.


‘About what?’


Finally letting go, she reached into her bag and pulled out a neatly wrapped present. ‘Your birthday.’


I felt my forgotten disappointment rise, then noticed the glisten in her eyes, hazel with fewer flecks of green than mine. ‘Oh, honestly, don’t worry about it, Mum. As I said to Noah, it wasn’t exactly an important one.’


‘Tsk, every birthday is important.’


I liked the way they agreed on things. If he’d been here, they would have exchanged knowing glances, maybe touched hands.


‘I just got caught up in all that windfarm business,’ she said, shedding layers and sitting down opposite me. She rolled up her too-long sleeves to reveal two bony wrists. ‘Peggy’s been telling me that I need to take a step back, trust people will come to their senses.’


Peggy was more a friend than a cleaner. She lived next door to my mother, who still paid her to tidy the house once a week, and was often around when I phoned, the pair of them sharing a pot of tea. When I was a child, she would pick me up from school when neither of my parents could. She kept a packet of fruity sweets in the glove compartment of her car, and on our way home we would see who could make one last the longest. When my mother said her name, I ran my tongue over my teeth, remembering the sugary feeling that would settle on them during the winding journey.


She shook her head, her beaded earrings, which matched her glasses chain, rattling against her lobes. ‘Anyway, never again.’


I smiled. ‘Never again.’


‘Well, go on, open it!’


I started with the envelope. On the front of the card was a black-and-white photo of a little girl standing in front of a candled cake, her eyes closed, her cheeks puffed as she prepared to blow them out. I thanked my mother and turned my attention to the violet wrapping paper. Inside : a sketchbook. The same gift every year.


‘I hope you like it,’ she said, reaching out to graze the black leather cover with her fingertips. ‘You must say if you ever want something different.’


I flicked through the blank pages, full of promise. ‘I love it.’


She smiled at me from across the table.


‘So, glass of wine? Salmon sandwich?’ I asked.


‘I’ll go,’ she said, reaching back into her bag for her purse. ‘This one’s on me, remember.’


‘I do – thanks, Mum.’ As I waited, I wrote my name in the front of the sketchbook, the black ink stark against the creamy white page, the start of something.


She returned with our usual, plus a piece of Victoria sponge to share. ‘We can’t have you going without cake.’


‘Mm, if you insist.’


‘Tell me what’s going on with you,’ she said, as we started tucking in.


Between mouthfuls, I told her about Hendrick and the beach scene, and my birthday dinner with Noah. After a brief pause, I also told her about Anna.


‘What wonderful news.’ She held my gaze while tilting her head, aware of my reflex to compare my own life with that of my best friend.


I smiled and nodded. I was happy for her.


She did the same.


After we’d finished eating, I walked her through the shop towards the permanent collection, the pair of us turning back and waving to one another, more than once, before making my way back to work.





March



Before I wanted to preserve art, I wanted to make it. From an early age, I enjoyed the sense of freedom contained within a blank sheet of paper. Like lots of children, for birthdays and Christmases I was given flat, rectangular metal tins of colouring pencils and plastic briefcases filled with felt tips. There were paints in white trays that arrived looking like hard-boiled sweets, and after they’d been stroked with a wet brush, glistened like they’d been sucked. At home in Norfolk, on the long, flat beaches, sand was my medium. Where it met the sea, I scooped it up, wet and runny, and dribbled it out between my fingers into towers. The dry, soft grains closer to the dunes I sprinkled in neat lines across pebbles and along the length of my father’s hairy legs.


He would describe himself as creatively challenged, but my mother had an artistic streak. Typically, it manifested itself in the garden, which despite teetering on wild-looking was carefully maintained. In spring, it burst into life with frothy blue forget-me-nots, primroses in soft shades of pink and cream, and yellow and white narcissi. In winter, in and among the sombre palette of the evergreen foliage were snowdrops, bright pansies, buttery honeysuckle, climbing clematis.


I think now that it was me and my sense of science that put a stopper in my dream of becoming an artist. When I look back at myself as a seventeen-year-old, I see a curiously neat and ordered girl with poised fingers and a thirst for knowledge. I wanted to do more than create art ; I wanted to understand it, to take care of it. Still, I continued to sketch. Pencils and charcoal replaced the rainbow of colours. The subject matter had changed over time, too. My father’s leather boots, the laces a tangle. Half-filled glasses of water, some dashed with viscous whirls of oil. Noah’s ears. Raindrops wriggling down windowpanes. Tom with a full snow-white belly. Noah’s eyebrows. Waves, churning. One thing that had remained a constant source of inspiration was my mother’s hands, her fingers growing crooked with time, the skin loosening its hold, crinkling like tissue paper. When I look down at my own fingers now, I’m glad to see that a couple of mine curve towards one another. Inheritance is about the body as well as possessions.
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