

[image: ]





 
THE VANISHING ACT OF ESME LENNOX

 

 
MAGGIE O'FARRELL

 
 
headline





Copyright © 2006 Maggie O’Farrell

The right of Maggie O’Farrell to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2009

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

eISBN : 978 0 7553 7226 3

This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette Livre UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.headline.co.uk
www.hachetteLivre.co.uk





 



Maggie O’Farrell is the author of five novels, After You’d Gone, My Lover’s Lover, The Distance Between Us, which won a Somerset Maugham award, The Vanishing Act of Esme Lennox, and The Hand That First Held Mine. She lives in Edinburgh.




Praise for The Vanishing Act of Esme Lennox:


 



‘Actually unputdownable, written with charge and energy and a kind of compelling drive, a clarity and a gripping dramatic insidiousness reminiscent of classic Rebecca West and Daphne du Maurier’ Ali Smith, Scotland on Sunday


 



‘Her best novel to date . . . Thoughtful, warm, elegantly written and totally shocking, this book is also a fantastic read and a real page-turner’ Daily Express


 



‘O’Farrell’s subtlety and delicate touch have never been so finely demonstrated. The questions of what exactly defines madness and what defines sanity is central to the novel . . . O’Farrell plays a delicious game between the two sisters, challenging her readers to decide just who is more sane than the other . . . a triumph’ Independent on Sunday


 



‘Maggie O’Farrell’s new novel is a short book about a long life and has the dreamlike intensity of imagination and the gift of conveying pain, fear and sometimes rapture for which O’Farrell is known. The prose is spare, yet the Edwardian world it describes crosses two continents and is as rich and clear as stained glass’ Jane Gardam, Guardian


 



This is beautifully written and deeply moving but it is also refreshingly original . . . The story builds to a chilling twist and climax. Disturbing and brilliant Glasgow Herald


 



With devastating clarity, O’Farrell shows the dangerous webs through which people conspire to present an acceptable front and how, years later, when the initial protagonists are dead, and history seems set, another story can emerge to confound everything. This is done with precision and brilliance Literary Review


 



Esme is one of O’Farrell’s most compelling creations . . . the haunting final pages are among the finest O’Farrell has ever written. This, the most satisfying and least mannered of her novels, marks a significant leap forward in both narrative precision and imaginative skill New Statesman


 



The contrast between the feisty young Esme and the naïve, institutionalised, elderly woman who knows only how to make herself invisible to others is especially poignant . . . It is through [Kitty’s] partial recollections, brilliantly conveyed in streams of consciousness, that we get closer to the truth . . . This is O’Farrell’s strength – to make us care about her characters. It is also what makes the book so absorbing… Not many authors of so-called popular women’s fiction are tackling feminist issues like this, let alone doing it with as much sensitivity and success as O’Farrell Scotland on Sunday


 



Compulsively readable . . . delivers a strong emotional punch Sunday Telegraph


 



The sinuous intelligence with which we are led between the thoughts of the demented Kitty, the suffering Esme, and the courageous Iris offers good, old-fashioned storytelling beneath a seamlessly modernist style. However, it is the unerring note of pure female anguish that makes this one to buy for the women in your life’ Amanda Craig, Daily Telegraph


 



Heartbreakingly beautiful and original Eve


 



Deliciously paced, classic O’Farrell Good Housekeeping


 



Maggie O’Farrell handles her cast deftly, using their voices to simplify the constant leaps between periods and characters throughout the novel as it reaches its clever, cliffhanging conclusion Observer


 



Extraordinary… Horrifyingly hard to put down, and unforgettable She


The writing is delightfully spare, the characters brilliantly realised Woman and Home


The handling of different time periods is amazing’ Joanna Briscoe,  Independent


 



We were engrossed… a moving observation of a family’s betrayal ***** Heat


 



I was completely gripped from beginning to end and read it in one sitting – I could not have put it down even for a minute. The storytelling is vivid and compelling and the novel climaxes in an ending that is both unexpected and immensely moving. I absolutely loved this book’ Victoria Hislop, author of The Island


 



A significant departure from O’Farrell’s previous novels, this is a stunning, impassioned portrait of a life stolen Easy Living


O’Farrell’s storytelling is characteristically strong, fuelled by a righteous anger about the limited opportunities for women in the pre-feminist era **** Marie Claire


 



A compelling and heartbreaking read Glamour


A shift in focus for O’Farrell, this is a meditation on female madness along the lines of Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s The Yellow Wallpaper... Gripping Time Out


Haunting and evocative... the unfolding mysteries of Esme’s life are powerful and compelling Psychologies


 



It’s filled with memorable characters, intense emotions, half-revealed secrets and deceptive twists and turns... moving and quietly devastating Red


 



O’Farrell, as ever, excels at atmosphere, whether it’s the edgy discomfort of a life with something missing, or the stifling restrictions of pre-war Edinburgh. But with this book, a new pace and neatness of plotting marks a burgeoning maturity in her writing Big Issue
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THE VANISHING ACT OF ESME LENNOX is vintage Maggie O’Farrell: a stunning imagining of a life stolen, and reclaimed.

Edinburgh in the 1930s. The Lennox family is having trouble with its youngest daughter. Esme is outspoken, unconventional and repeatedly embarrasses them in polite society. Something will have to be done.

Years later, a young woman named Iris Lockhart receives a letter informing her that she has a great-aunt in a psychiatric unit who is about to be released.

Iris has never heard of Esme Lennox, and the one person who should have heard of her, her grandmother Kitty, seems unable to answer Iris’s questions. What could Esme have done to warrant a lifetime in an institution? And how is it possible for a person to be so completely erased from a family’s history?




for Saul Seamus
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Much Madness is divinest Sense –
 To a discerning eye –
 Much Sense – the starkest Madness –
 ’Tis the Majority
 In this, as All, prevail –
 Assent – and you are sane –
 Demur – and you’re straightaway dangerous –
 And handled with a Chain –

Emily Dickinson


 


I couldn’t have my happiness made out of a wrong – an unfairness – to somebody else . . . What sort of a life could we build on such foundations?

Edith Wharton







Let us begin with two girls at a dance.

They are at the edge of the room. One sits on a chair, opening and shutting a dance-card with gloved fingers. The other stands beside her, watching the dance unfold: the circling couples, the clasped hands, the drumming shoes, the whirling skirts, the bounce of the floor. It is the last hour of the year and the windows behind them are blank with night. The seated girl is dressed in something pale, Esme forgets what, the other in a dark red frock that doesn’t suit her. She has lost her gloves. It begins here.

Or perhaps not. Perhaps it begins earlier, before the party, before they dressed in their new finery, before the candles were lit, before the sand was sprinkled on the boards, before the year whose end they are celebrating began. Who knows? Either way it ends at a grille  covering a window with each square exactly two thumb-nails wide.

If Esme cares to gaze into the distance – that is to say, at what lies beyond the metal grille – she finds that, after a while, something happens to the focusing mechanism of her eyes. The squares of the grille will blur and, if she concentrates long enough, vanish. There is always a moment before her body reasserts itself, readjusting her eyes to the proper reality of the world, when it is just her and the trees, the road, the beyond. Nothing in between.

The squares at the bottom are worn free of paint and you can see the different layers of colour inside each other, like rings in a tree. Esme is taller than most so can reach the part where the paint is new and thick as tar.

Behind her, a woman makes tea for her dead husband. Is he dead? Or just run off? Esme doesn’t recall. Another woman is searching for water to pour on flowers that perished long ago in a seaside town not far from here. It is always the meaningless tasks that endure: the washing, the cooking, the clearing, the cleaning. Never anything majestic or significant, just the tiny rituals that hold together the seams of human life. The girl obsessed with cigarettes has had two warnings already and everyone is thinking she is about to get a third. And  Esme is thinking, where does it begin – is it there, is it here, at the dance, in India, before?

She speaks to no one, these days. She wants to concentrate, she doesn’t like to muddy things with the distraction of speech. There is a zoetrope inside her head and she doesn’t like to be caught out when it stops.

Whir, whir. Stop.

In India, then. The garden. Herself aged about four, standing on the back step.

Above her, mimosa trees are shaking their heads at her, powdering the lawn with yellow dust. If she walked across it, she’d leave a trail behind. She wants something. She wants something but she doesn’t know what. It’s like an itch she can’t reach to scratch. A drink? Her  ayah? A sliver of mango? She rubs at an insect bite on her arm and pokes at the yellow dust with her bare toe. In the distance somewhere she can hear her sister’s skipping-rope hitting the ground and the short shuffle of feet in between. Slap shunt slap shunt slap shunt.

She turns her head, listening for other noises. The brrr-cloop-brrr of a bird in the mimosa branches, a hoe in the garden soil – scritch, scritch – and, somewhere, her mother’s voice. She can’t make out the words but she knows it’s her mother talking.

Esme jumps off the step, so that both feet land together, and runs round the side of the bungalow. Beside  the lily pond, her mother is bending over the garden table, pouring tea into a cup, her father beside her in a hammock. The edges of their white clothes shimmer in the heat. Esme narrows her eyes until her parents blur into two hazy shapes, her mother a triangle and her father a line.

She counts as she walks over the lawn, giving a short hop every tenth step.

‘Oh.’ Her mother looks up. ‘Aren’t you having your nap?’

‘I woke up.’ Esme balances on one leg, like the birds that come to the pond at night.

‘Where’s your ayah? Where’s Jamila?’

‘I don’t know. May I have some tea?’

Her mother hesitates, unfolding a napkin across her knee. ‘Darling, I rather think—’

‘Give her some, if she wants it.’ Her father says this without opening his eyes.

Her mother pours tea into a saucer and holds it out. Esme ducks under her outstretched hand and clambers on to her lap. She feels the scratch of lace, the heat of a body underneath white cotton. ‘You were a triangle and Father was a line.’

Her mother shifts in the seat. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I said, you were a triangle—’

‘Mmm.’ Her mother’s hands grip Esme’s arms. ‘It’s really  too hot for cuddles today.’ Esme is set down on the grass again. ‘Why not go and find Kitty? See what she’s up to.’

‘She’s skipping.’

‘Couldn’t you join in?’

‘No.’ Esme reaches out and touches the frosted icing on a bun. ‘She’s too—’

‘Esme,’ her mother lifts her wrist clear of the table, ‘a lady waits to be offered.’

‘I just wanted to see what it felt like.’

‘Well, please don’t.’ Her mother leans back in the chair and shuts her eyes.

Esme watches her for a moment. Is she asleep? A blue vein pulses in her neck and her eyes move under the lids. Tiny globes of water, no bigger than pinheads, are pushing out from the skin above her lip. Where her shoe straps end and skin begins, her mother’s feet bloom red marks. Her stomach is distended, pushed out with another baby. Esme has felt it, wriggling like a caught fish. Jamila says she thinks this one is lucky, that this one will live.

Esme looks up at the sky, at the flies circling the lily flowers on the pond, at the way her father’s clothes protrude from the underside of the hammock in diamonds of loose cloth. In the distance, she can still hear Kitty’s skipping-rope, the scritch, scritch of the hoe  – or is it a different one? Then she hears the drone of an insect. She turns her head to see it but it’s gone, behind her, to the left of her. She turns again but it’s closer, the buzz louder, and she feels the catch of its feet in her hair.

Esme springs up, shaking and shaking her head but the buzzing is louder still and suddenly she feels the crawling flutter of wings on her ear. She shrieks, flailing at her head with her hands but the buzzing is deafening now, blocking out all other sounds, and she feels the insect edging inside the narrow passage of her ear – and what will happen, will it eat through her eardrum and into her brain and will she be deaf like the girl in Kitty’s book? Or will she die? Or will it live in her head and she will have this noise inside her for ever?

She lets out another piercing shriek, still shaking her hair, staggering about the lawn, and the shriek turns to sobs and just as the buzzing starts to lift and the insect backs out of her ear, she hears her father saying, ‘What is the matter with the child?’ and her mother calling across the lawn for Jamila.

Could this be her earliest memory? It might be. A beginning of sorts – the only one she remembers.

Or it might be the time Jamila painted a lacework of henna across her palm. She saw her lifeline, her heart-line interrupted by a new pattern. Or Kitty falling into  the pond and having to be fished out and taken into the house in a towel. Playing jacks with the cook’s children outside the garden’s perimeter. Watching the earth around the muscular trunk of the banyan tree boiling with ants. It could just as easily have been these.

Perhaps it was this. A lunch when she was strapped to a chair, the binding tight across her middle. Because, as her mother announced to the room, Esme must learn to behave. Which, Esme knew, meant not getting out of her chair until the meal was finished. She loved the space under the table, you see, they couldn’t keep her from it, the illicit privacy under the cloth. There is something peculiarly touching about people’s feet. Their shoes, worn down in odd places, the idiosyncrasies in lace-tying, blisters, calluses, who crossed their ankles, who crossed their knees, whose stockings had holes, who wore mismatched socks, who sat with a hand in whose lap – she knew it all. She would slip from her chair, lithe as a cat, and they couldn’t reach to hook her out.

The binding is a scarf that belongs to her mother. It has a pattern Esme likes: repeating swirls in purple, red and blue. Paisley, her mother says it is called, which Esme knows is a place in Scotland.

The room is full. Kitty is there, her mother, her father and some guests – several couples, a girl with scandalously  short hair, whom her mother has placed opposite a young engineer, an elderly woman and her son, and a lone man, seated next to Esme’s father. Esme thinks, but she’s not entirely sure, that they are all eating soup. She seems to recall the lift and dip of spoons, the clash of metal on china, the discreet suck and swallow.

They are talking, on and on. What can there be to say? So many things, it seems. Esme can never think of anything, not one thing, she would wish to impart to these people. She is pushing her spoon to one side of the bowl, then back, seeing how the soup swirls and eddies around the silver. She is not listening, or at least not to the words, but tuning her hearing to the collective noise of them. It is like that of parrots in high trees, or a gathering of frogs at dusk. The same grrp-grrp-grrp sound.

Suddenly and without warning, they all get up. They put down their spoons, leap from their chairs and rush from the room. Esme, daydreaming, thinking about soup eddies, about frogs, has missed something. Everyone is talking excitedly as they go and Kitty jostles against their father to get out of the door first. Their mother, in her eagerness, has forgotten about Esme, tethered to her chair.

She watches, spoon in hand, mouth open. The doorway swallows them, the engineer guest last, and she  hears their feet disappear down the passageway. She turns back in astonishment to the empty room. Lilies stand, proud and impassive, in a glass vase; the clock counts down seconds, a napkin slips to a chair. She thinks about yelling, about opening her lungs and shouting. But she doesn’t. She looks at the curtains, trembling at the open window, a fly settling on a plate. She holds out her arm and uncurls her fingers, just to see what will happen. The spoon drops in a straight line, bounces once off its curved end, does a somersault in the air, then slides along the carpet and comes to rest under the sideboard.

 



Iris walks along the street, keys in one hand, coffee in the other. The dog is just behind her, claws tick-ticking on the concrete. Ladders of sun drop down through the gaps in the high buildings and the night’s rain is vanishing in patches from the pavement.

She crosses the road, the dog following close behind. She aims a kick at a beer can left on the doorstep but instead of rolling across the pavement, as she’d hoped it would, it tips sideways, spraying beer over the shop entrance.

‘Damn you,’ Iris says. ‘Damn you, damn you.’

She kicks it again in fury and, empty now, it clatters  into the gutter. Then she casts a glance over her shoulder. Impassive stone tenements rear up, glittering with rows of unblinking windows. She looks down at the dog. He waves his tail and gives a faint whine.

‘It’s all right for you,’ she says.

She yanks at the shutter over the door, so that it retracts back into its roller with a shocked rattle. She steps over the puddle of beer on the threshold, pulling a pile of letters from the sprung trap of the letterbox. She shuffles through them as she crosses the shop. Bills, bills, bank statement, postcard, bills, and a brown envelope, sealed down in a V.

The typeface on the front makes her pause, half-way to the counter. It is small, cramped, each letter heavy with ink, the semi-circular heart of the obliterated. Iris holds the envelope close to her face and sees that the shapes have been pressed into the grain of the manila paper. She is running her fingertips over them, feeling the indentations, realising that it has been done on a typewriter.

A draught of cold air snakes in, curling about her ankles. She lifts her head and looks around the shop. The blank, featureless heads of the hatstands stare down at her, a silk coat hung from the ceiling sways slightly in the breeze. She lifts the flap and the seal gives easily. She unfolds the single white sheet, glances down it. Her  mind is still running on the beer, on how she’s going to clean it up, how she must learn not to kick cans in the street, but she catches the words case and meeting and the name Euphemia Lennox. At the bottom, an illegible signature.

She is about to start again at the beginning when she remembers that she has some detergent in the tiny kitchen at the back of the shop. She crams the letter and the rest of the post into a drawer and disappears through a heavy velvet curtain.

She emerges on to the pavement with a mop and a bucket of soapy water. She starts with the outside of the door, sluicing water towards the street. She turns her face up to the sky. A van passes on the road, close enough so that her hair is lifted by the backdraught. Somewhere out of sight a child is crying. The dog stands in the doorway, watching the tiny figures of people walking along the bridge high above them. Sometimes this street feels so deep cut into the city it’s as if Iris is leading a subterranean existence. She leans on the mop handle and surveys her doorstep. The name Euphemia Lennox resurfaces in her mind. She thinks, it’s probably an order of some sort. She thinks, lucky I kept that bucket. She thinks, it looks like rain.

 



Iris sits opposite Alex in a bar in the New Town. She swings a silver shoe off the end of one toe and bites down on an olive. Alex toys with the bracelet on her wrist, rolling it between his fingers. Then he glances at his watch. ‘She’s never usually this late,’ he murmurs. His eyes are hidden behind dark glasses that give Iris back a warped reflection of herself, of the room behind her.

She drops the olive stone, sucked clean, into a dish. She’d forgotten that Alex’s wife, Fran, was joining them. ‘Isn’t she?’ Iris reaches for another olive, presses it between her teeth.

Alex says nothing, shakes a cigarette out of its box, lifts it to his mouth. She licks her fingers, swirls her cocktail around her glass. ‘You know what?’ she says, as he searches for a match. ‘I got an invoice today and next to my name it had “the witch” scribbled on it. In pencil.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. “The witch”. Can you believe that? I can’t remember who it was now.’

He is silent, striking a match against its box, raising the flame to his mouth. He takes a long draw on his cigarette before saying, ‘Obviously it was someone who knows you.’

Iris considers her brother for a moment as he sits before her, smoke curling from his mouth. Then she  reaches out and drops an olive down the front of his shirt.

 



Fran hurries into the bar. She’s late. She’s been at the hairdresser’s. She has her medium-brown hair streaked blonde every six weeks. It hurts. They yank sections of her hair through a tight cap, and daub it with stinging chemicals. She has a headache so bad that she feels as if she’s still wearing the cap.

She scans the bar. She’s put on her silk blouse, the one Alex likes. He once said it made her breasts look like peaches. And her narrow linen skirt. Her clothes rustle and her new hair hangs in a clean curtain around her face.

She sees them, half hidden by a column. They are bent together, close together, under the lights. They are drinking the same drink – something clear and red, clinking with ice – and their heads are almost touching. Iris is in a pair of trousers that sits low on her hips. She’s still skinny, the jut of her hipbones rising above the waistband. She’s wearing a top that seems to have had its collar and cuffs scissored off.

‘Hi!’ Fran waves but they don’t see her. They are holding hands. Or maybe not. Alex’s hand rests on Iris’s wrist.

Fran makes her way through the tables, clutching her bag to her side. When she reaches them, they are exploding into laughter and Alex is shaking his shirt, as if something is caught in it.

‘What’s so funny?’ Fran says, standing between them, smiling. ‘What’s the joke?’

‘Nothing,’ Alex says, still laughing.

‘Oh, go on,’ she cries, ‘please.’

‘It’s nothing. Tell you later. Do you want a drink?’

 



Across the city, Esme stands at a window. To her left, a flight of stairs stretches up; to her right, the stairs sink down. Her breath masses on the cool glass. Needles of rain are hitting the other side and dusk is starting to colour in the gaps between the trees. She is watching the road, the two lines of traffic unwinding in contrary motion, the lake behind, ducks drawing lines on the slate surface.

Down on the ground, cars have been leaving and arriving all day. People climb in, through one of the back doors, the engine is fired and the cars leave, gobbling gravel as they swing round the bend. Bye, the people at the door call, waving their hands in the air, byebyebye.

‘Hey!’ The shout comes from above her.

Esme turns. A man is standing at the top of the stairs.  Does she know him? He looks familiar but she’s not sure.

‘What are you doing?’ the man cries, surprisingly exasperated for someone Esme thinks she’s never met. She doesn’t know how to answer, so doesn’t.

‘Don’t dawdle at the window like that. Come on.’

Esme takes one last look at the driveway and sees a woman who used to have the bed next to her, standing beside a brown car. An old man is stowing a suitcase in the boot. The woman is weeping and peeling off her gloves. The man doesn’t look at her. Esme turns and starts climbing the stairs.

 



Iris climbs into the window display of her shop. She eases the velvet suit off the mannequin, shaking it out, pairing up the seams of the trousers, placing it on a hanger. Then she goes to the counter and unwraps, from layers and layers of muslin protectors, a folded dress in scarlet. She takes it up carefully by the shoulders, gives it a shake and it opens before her like a flower.

She walks towards the light of the window with it spread over her hands. It’s the kind of piece she gets only rarely. Once in a lifetime, almost. Haute couture, pure silk, a famous design house. When a woman had called and said she had been clearing out her mother’s  cupboards and had found some ‘pretty frocks’ in a trunk, Iris hadn’t expected much. But she’d gone along anyway. The woman had opened the trunk and, among the usual crushed hats and faded skirts, Iris had seen a flash of red, a bias-cut hem, a tapered cuff.

Iris eases it over the mannequin’s shoulders, then works round it, tugging at the hem, straightening an armhole, adding a pin or two at the back. The dog watches from his basket with amber eyes.

When she’s finished, she goes out on to the pavement and studies her efforts. The dog follows her to the doorway and stands there, panting lightly, wondering if a walk is in the offing. The dress is flawless, tailored perfection. Half a century old and there isn’t a mark on it – perhaps it was never worn. When Iris asked the woman where her mother might have got it, she had shrugged and said, she went on a lot of cruises.

‘What do you think?’ Iris asks the dog, taking a step back, and he yawns, showing the arched pink rafters of his mouth.

Inside, she turns the mannequin forty-five degrees so it looks as if the figure in the red dress is about to step out of the window and on to the street. She searches in the room at the back of the shop for a boxy, sharp-cornered handbag and lays it at the mannequin’s feet. She goes outside to have another look. Something isn’t  quite right. Is it the angle of the mannequin? The snake-skin shoes?

Iris sighs and turns her back on the window. She is edgy about this dress and she isn’t sure why. It’s too perfect, too good. She isn’t used to dealing with things that are so untouched. Really, she knows, she would like to keep it. But she stamps on the thought immediately. She cannot keep it. She hasn’t even allowed herself to try it on because if she did she’d want never to take it off. You cannot afford to keep it, she tells herself severely. Whoever buys it will love it. At that price, they’d have to. It will go to a good home.

For want of something to do, she pulls out her mobile and dials Alex’s. She casts another, baleful, look at the window as she hears the ringtone click off and she inhales, ready to speak. But Fran’s voice is on the line: ‘Hi, Alex’s phone.’ Iris pulls her mobile away from her ear and shuts it with a snap.

In the middle of the afternoon, a man comes in. He spends a long time wiping his shoes on the mat, darting glances around the room. Iris smiles at him, then bends her head back over her book. She doesn’t like to be too pushy. But she watches from under her fringe. The man strikes out across the empty middle of the shop and, arriving at a rack of négligés and camisoles, rears away like a frightened horse.

Iris puts down her book. ‘Can I help you with anything?’ she says.

The man reaches for the counter and seems to hold on to it. ‘I’m looking for something for my wife,’ he says. His face is anxious and Iris sees that he loves his wife, that he wants to please her. ‘Her friend told me she likes this shop.’

Iris shows him a cashmere cardigan in the colour of heather, she shows him a pair of Chinese slippers embroidered with orange fish, a suede purse with a gold clasp, a belt of crackling alligator skin, an Abyssinian scarf woven in silver, a corsage of wax flowers, a jacket with an ostrich-feather collar, a ring with a beetle set in resin.

‘Do you want to get that?’ the man says, lifting his head.

‘What?’ Iris asks, hearing at the same time the ring of the phone under the counter. She ducks down and snatches it up. ‘Hello?’

Silence.

‘Hello?’ she says, louder, pressing her hand over her other ear.

‘Good afternoon,’ a cultured male voice says. ‘Is this a convenient time to talk?’

Iris is instantly suspicious. ‘Maybe.’

‘I’m calling about –’ the voice is obliterated by a blast  of static on the line, reappearing again a few seconds later ‘– and meet with us.’

‘Sorry, I missed that.’

‘I’m calling about Euphemia Lennox.’ The man sounds slightly aggrieved now.

Iris frowns. The name rings a distant bell. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says, ‘I don’t know who that is.’

‘Euphemia Lennox,’ he repeats.

Iris shakes her head, baffled. ‘I’m afraid I don’t—’

‘Lennox,’ the man repeats, ‘Euphemia Lennox. You don’t know her?’

‘No.’

‘Then I must have the wrong number. My apologies.’

‘Wait a sec,’ Iris says but the line cuts out.

She stares at the phone for a moment, then replaces the receiver.

‘Wrong number,’ she says to the man. His hand, she sees, is hovering between the Chinese slippers and a beaded clutchbag with a tortoiseshell fastening. He lays it on the bag.

‘This,’ he says.

Iris wraps it for him in gold tissue paper.

‘Do you think she’ll like it?’ he asks, as she hands him the parcel.

Iris wonders what his wife is like, what kind of a person she might be, how strange it must be to be  married, to be tightly bound, clipped like that to another. ‘I think she will,’ she replies. ‘But if she doesn’t, she can bring it back and choose something else.’

After she has shut the shop for the night, Iris drives north, leaving the Old Town behind, through the valley that once held a loch, traversing the cross streets of the New Town and on, towards the docks. She parks the car haphazardly in a residents-only bay and presses the buzzer on the outer door of a large legal firm. She’s never been here before. The building seems deserted, an alarm light blinking above the door, all windows dark. But she knows Luke is in there. She leans her head towards the intercom, expecting to hear the relay of his voice. There’s nothing. She presses it again and waits. Then she hears the door unlocking from the other side and it swings out towards her.

‘Ms Lockhart,’ he says. ‘I take it you have an appointment? ’

Iris looks him up and down. He is in a shirt, the tie loose at the neck, the sleeves rolled back. ‘Do I need one?’

‘No.’ He reaches out, seizes her wrist, then her arm, then her shoulder, and pulls her over the threshold towards him. He kisses her neck, pulling the door shut with one hand, while the other is working its way inside her coat, up and under the hem of her blouse, round her  waist, over her breast, up the dents in her spine. He half carries, half drags her up the stairs and she stumbles in her heels. Luke catches her elbow and they burst in through a glass door.

‘So,’ Iris says, as she rips apart his tie and flings it aside, ‘does this place have security cameras?’

He shakes his head as he kisses her. He is struggling with the zip of her skirt, swearing with effort. Iris covers his hands with her own and the zip gives, the skirt slides down and she kicks it off her feet, high into the air, making Luke laugh.

Iris and Luke came across each other two months ago at a wedding. Iris hates weddings. She hates them with a passion. All that parading about in ridiculous clothes, the ritualised publicising of a private relationship, the endless speeches given by men on behalf of women. But she quite enjoyed this one. One of her best friends was marrying a man Iris liked, for a change; the bride had a beautiful outfit, for a change; there had been no seating plans, no speeches and no being herded about for horrible photographs.

It was Iris’s outfit that had done it – a backless green crêpe-de-Chine cocktail dress she’d had specially altered. She had been talking to a friend for some time but had still been aware of the man who had sidled up next to them. He was looking about the marquee with an air of  calm assurance as he sipped his champagne, as he waved at someone, as he passed a hand through his hair. When the friend said, ‘That’s quite a dress, Iris,’ the man had said, without looking at them, without even leaning towards them, ‘But it isn’t really a dress. Isn’t it what used to be called a gown?’ And Iris looked at him properly for the first time.

He had proved to be a good lover, as Iris had known he would. Considerate without being too conscientious, passionate without being clingy. Tonight, however, Iris is beginning to wonder if she is sensing the slightest hint of haste in his movements. She opens her eyes and regards him through narrowed lids. His eyes are closed, his face rapt, concentrated. He lifts her, hoisting her from the desk to the floor and, yes, Iris sees him – she definitely sees him – cast a look at the clock above the computer.

‘My God,’ he says afterwards, too soon afterwards, Iris feels, before their breathing has returned to normal, before their hearts have slowed in their chests, ‘can you drop in every evening?’

Iris rolls on to her stomach, feeling the prickly nap of the carpet against her skin. Luke kisses the small of her back, running his hand up and down her spine for a moment. Then he hoists himself upright, walks to the desk, and Iris watches as he gets dressed. There is an  urgency to the way he does it, yanking up his trousers, jerking on his shirt.

‘Expected at home?’ Iris, still lying on the floor, makes sure to enunciate every word.

He glances at his watch as he straps it to his wrist and grimaces. ‘I told her I’d be working late.’

She reaches for a paperclip that has fallen to the carpet and, as she starts to untwist it, remembers irrelevantly that they are called trombones in French.

‘I should call her, actually,’ Luke mutters. He sits on his desk and reaches for the phone. He drums his fingers as he waits, then smiles at Iris – a wide, quick grin that disappears when he says, ‘Gina? It’s me. No. Not yet.’

Iris tosses aside the paperclip, elongated out of shape, and reaches for her knickers. She doesn’t have a problem with Luke’s wife but she doesn’t particularly want to have to listen to his conversations with her. She gathers her clothes off the floor, one by one, and dresses. She is sitting to zip up her boots when Luke hangs up. The floor judders as he comes towards her. ‘You’re not going?’ he says.

‘I am.’

‘Don’t.’ He kneels, wrapping his arms round her waist. ‘Not yet. I told Gina I wouldn’t be home for a while. We could get a carry-out. Are you hungry?’

She straightens his collar. ‘I’ve got to go.’

‘Iris, I want to leave her.’

Iris freezes. She makes to get out of the chair but he is holding her fast. ‘Luke—’

‘I want to leave her and be with you.’

For a moment, she is speechless. Then she starts to prise his fingers off her waist. ‘For God’s sake, Luke. Let’s not have this conversation. I have to go.’

‘You do not. You can stay for a bit. We need to talk. I can’t do this any more. It’s driving me mad, pretending everything’s fine with Gina when every minute of the day I’m desperate to—’

‘Luke,’ she says, brushing one of her hairs from his shirt, ‘I’m going. I said I might go to the cinema with Alex and—’

Luke frowns and releases her. ‘You’re seeing Alex tonight?’

Luke and Alex have met once and only once. Iris had been seeing Luke for a week or so when Alex turned up unannounced at her flat. He has a habit of doing this whenever Iris has a new man. She could swear he has a sixth sense for it.

‘This is Alex,’ she had said, as she walked back into the kitchen, her jaw tight with irritation, ‘my brother. Alex, this is Luke.’

‘Hi.’ Alex had leant over the kitchen table and offered his hand.

Luke had stood and taken her brother’s hand. His broad-knuckled fingers covered all of Alex’s. Iris was struck by their physical contrast: Luke a dark, hulking mesomorph next to Alex’s lanky, fair-skinned ectomorph. ‘Alexander,’ he said, with a nod, ‘it’s good to meet you.’

‘Alex,’ Alex corrected.

‘Alexander.’

Iris looked up at Luke. Was he doing that deliberately? She felt dwarfed suddenly, diminished by both of them towering above her. ‘It’s Alex,’ she snapped. ‘Now sit down, will you, both of you, and let’s have a drink.’

Luke sat. Iris got an extra glass for Alex and slopped in some wine. Luke was looking from her to Alex and back again. He smiled.

‘What?’ Iris said, putting the bottle down.

‘You don’t look at all alike.’

‘Well, why would we?’ Alex cut in. ‘No blood relation, after all.’
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