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We need in love to practise only this: letting each other go.


Rainer Maria Rilke










For Nick J. Smith




PROLOGUE


For a long time afterwards, Steffie feared dust.


It was everywhere – on the furniture, in their oxygen, in their eyes. She was scared to sleep at night for fear that it was entering her lungs, clinging to her skin. They moved home, yet to her dismay the dust followed them.


She had tried everything: hoovering every hour, using microfibre cloths, air purifiers and even a wand that used a static charge to collect dust. Nothing helped.


Summer was the worst when the dust swirled thick in sunbeams. She couldn’t retreat to bed since the bedding would be full of dust mites, no matter what she did. She couldn’t fight it, couldn’t get rid of it. On such occasions, she barely made it through the day.


It was called amathophobia, her fear: a feeling of dread when near earth or other fine particles. Most likely the root of the phobia lay in childhood, but not necessarily. Everyone, even the sane, feared dry particles on some level – the hardwired instinct to flee from something that could choke or bury you.


But to the amathophobe, dust triggered panic and a flood of hormones through the body causing difficulty breathing, nausea, sweating and increased blood flow.


All of which she had read covertly online.


There was no point telling anyone about it. What could they do? Besides, it sounded ridiculous when you said it out loud.


Still … all that was many years ago. Things were different now. She only hoovered once a week, owned just two microfibre cloths, and the purifiers and the wand were gone.


Yet the dust was still there, silent in the air around her.


It came from concealing the truth. For just like secrets, dust always came to light – always returned, no matter how hard you tried.


And it was this that she was most afraid of.




THE ARTISTIC DIRECTOR






Of course it’s competitive. You can’t get to this level without being single-minded, ruthless even. Gather enough pupils in one place all wanting the same thing and you’re bound to have a lot of tension and rivalry. It’s what makes them great artists in the making.


But to suggest that someone might have done this deliberately … No. That is going too far. I cannot believe it.


Do you have news from the family? Will the child live?


Mikhail Alexandrov


Phoenix Academy of Performing Arts


Surrey Police interview transcript


20 February 2016










ONE


Being a good mother was all about learning how to let go – knowing when to hold on, when to release. Everyone knew that. It was the sort of thing that parenting experts discussed on daytime TV or in magazines. And to most mothers it was as realistic a goal as the full lotus position or world peace.


A child was one’s mirror and it was no easier to say goodbye to them than to oneself. It was what made the idea that one day we would all part this earth so unthinkable. The human brain wouldn’t even allow us to die in our dreams.


Steffie often thought this sort of thing whilst watching Jemima perform on stage. Steffie was no dancer herself, couldn’t imagine having the concentration or poise to do what her ten-year-old daughter did so effortlessly. Yet she felt every move that Jemima made as if it were her own, found herself swaying as Jemima swayed, bowing slightly as the audience applauded.


At the Christmas show last month, a rush of emotion had hit Steffie as Jemima appeared on stage, like the blast of heat on opening the oven door that melted the mascara on her eyelashes. It happened every time – the sensation that she wasn’t fully in control of her emotions. As Jemima leapt into the air, Steffie had reached quickly for her tissues and kept one scrunched in her hand throughout the performance, just in case.


Greg had smiled and rolled his eyes at her. But she could tell that he was feeling it too, that his sudden runny nose wasn’t out-of-season hay fever. They had been separated for a year and Jemima’s performances were the only times when they sat together in mutual rapture, or sat together at all. Their daughter was the sole surviving evidence of a marriage that had once been remarkable, if only because it had created her.


Sometimes, when Jemima disappeared into the wings, Steffie took the opportunity to discreetly observe the other parents. She liked to guess who they were, to match them to the children on stage. If a child was being spotlighted, their mother would be smiling awkwardly, battling the urge to cry. It didn’t matter who the child was – whether they were one of the chubby ones in a bee costume or the principal dancer in sequined leotard, like Jemima. The mirror didn’t judge, merely reflected the child back to their mother all the same.


That lethal mirror. It hadn’t done anyone in Snow White any good, and it wasn’t helping anyone in real life either.


‘Mummy!’


Steffie opened her eyes. Jemima was standing over her, holding the cordless phone, which was ringing.


One of the benefits of raising a gifted child was that they rarely needed nagging to practise said gift; one of the negatives was that they often woke before daylight to do so.


Steffie took the phone. ‘Hello?’


‘Good morning, Steffie.’ It was Jemima’s dance teacher.


Steffie glanced at the bedside clock: seven thirty.


‘Would it be possible to speak with you before class this morning?’ Noella said.


‘Of course,’ Steffie said. ‘Anything wrong?’


‘Not at all,’ Noella said. ‘Just something urgent that I’d like to discuss with you. Shall we say eight thirty?’


‘That’s fine,’ said Steffie, standing up stiffly. She put her hand to her neck, circled her head, but felt dizzy so stopped.


‘May I ask your husband to join us?’ Noella said.


‘Please do.’


‘Good. See you shortly,’ Noella said, and hung up.


Steffie stood still, pursing her lips.


‘Was that Noella?’ Jemima asked. She was just beyond the partition that separated their rooms, pulling on her dance tights.


‘Yes,’ said Steffie.


‘What did she want?’


‘To have a little chat with us.’


Steffie gazed out of the window. If there was the slightest breeze out there this January morning, she couldn’t see it. The tree in the courtyard was expectantly still, as though awaiting further instructions.


‘So we’d better get a move on,’ she said, turning away from the window. She scooped a leotard off the floor, handed it to Jemima. ‘She wants to see us urgently.’


She tried to say this casually, but Jemima was no fool and as Steffie left the room she could feel her daughter’s eyes widening, like burning holes in paper.


Greg always worked on Saturdays. He had turned fifty last year and vowed to give up weekend work, but it was hard to find something to replace the sense of purpose. It was just him living at The Fishing Lodge now, so called because of its vicinity to a ten-acre lake that was fished for carp. He had never fished, but the view from the decking was outstanding and of an evening, when the only company was the splashing of floats and the whirling of reels, he was glad of the sport.


That Saturday morning, he was off to work. His latest contract was at a manor house south of Chelton, the hamlet that he lived in. He tended to work within a small radius of home to avoid hefty fuel consumption, since his business was eco-friendly. Lately, his hand-crafted kitchens were so sought after that he had started running a waiting list. So it was difficult to squeeze his work into a Monday-to-Friday mould. It was his passion, his life, more so now than ever.


Sometimes, when he thought about it, it seemed sad that he couldn’t leave the lodge – where he and Steffie and Jemima had once lived so happily – because his workshops and all his gear were here. It was easier to be the one who left, rather than the one left behind. No one wanted to be that person. And so he didn’t think about it often, didn’t dwell on whether the situation was sad. He was lucky. Each day he told himself that. And some days he even believed it.


He was five miles out of Chelton, when his mobile rang.


‘Mr Lee?’


He recognised the accent immediately. Noella was the only French person he knew.


He pictured her at the end of the phone: her petite form in black – always black – with her hair swept up and, rather unexpectedly, a tattoo of a swallow on the back of her neck.


‘Sorry to trouble you so early,’ she said, ‘but I’ve something urgent to discuss with you.’


‘Go ahead,’ he said, braking the truck, pulling over. He needed to be still, ready, if this was what he thought it was.


‘I need to do so in person,’ Noella said.


‘Oh.’


‘Would you be able to meet us in the studio at eight thirty? Steffie and Jemima will be there also.’


He looked at the clock on the dashboard. ‘No problem.’


‘Excellent,’ Noella said.


He hung up and reached for the leather attaché case that was once a proudly procured anniversary present from Steffie and seemed now like a wrinkled apology for all that had occurred between them. He sighed, pulled his clients details from the case and phoned them to set their meeting back. And then he took off again, sniffing firmly, gathering himself together.


There was no need to feel bad about this. It was good news, inevitable.


He put on the radio, tuning in to Radio Dorset. A happy song by The Mamas & the Papas was playing. He tapped his fingers, squinted at the sunshine on the frosted tarmac, told himself that everything was going to be all right.


He was just parking the truck near Noella’s school when his phone rang again. He was late and thought it would be Steffie ringing to ask where he was. So he answered the phone without looking at the screen. ‘Steff,’ he said, reversing.


‘Greg?’


‘Olivia,’ he said, stalling the truck in surprise.


‘Where were you last night? I waited for you,’ she said.


He paused whilst he thought of what to say. Firstly, he needed to park. He was in the middle of the road. He started the engine, parked up, turned the engine off. ‘Greg?’


‘I’m here,’ he said.


He watched as a little girl walked along the road towards him wearing a furry deer hunter hat, presumably on her way to Noella’s. She was spinning a pair of ballet shoes in the air by their straps. Her mother looked infuriated, tugging the child’s hand.


Poor kid. Not all ballerinas were created equal. Jemima would never have spun her shoes. And they never had to tug her to class, even in the early years. She had always woken them by pulling off their duvet, urging them to get up immediately or she would be late.


He smiled to himself at the memory of his bossy little girl in owl pyjamas, always so alert, even at dawn.


He couldn’t think of anything to say to Olivia.


‘I’m really sorry,’ he said. ‘I’ve got to go into a meeting. I’ll call you later, OK?’


Then he locked the car, turned his collar to the cold and hurried to the studio.


Steffie couldn’t find a parking space on Peach Street, had already circled the block three times and was now running late. Noella’s School of Dance was the only business on Peach Street, and all the residents parked on the road. It was too early in the morning for anyone to have moved yet.


‘I wonder what she wants to see us about,’ Jemima said, leaning forward to speak. At ten, she was old enough to ride up front, but Steffie still kept her in the back seat where she deemed it safer.


‘I don’t know,’ Steffie said. ‘And at this rate, we’re never going to find out.’


As they turned on to Peach Street again, Steffie spotted Greg in the distance, approaching on foot. She would have recognised the black donkey jacket anywhere. Jemima hadn’t noticed him yet, but she would do so at any moment and would start calling for him, the sound of which always saddened Steffie immeasurably.


He had worn that jacket for such a long time, she thought. It was the sort of coat that dustmen had worn back in her childhood, whistling loudly, carrying metal bins on their backs.


She had told him this the first time she saw him wearing the coat, on one of their first dates: that there was nothing wrong with being a dustman, if that were his profession. He had laughed, his eyes creasing in the corners. He had dry, rough skin that was prone to being crêpey, even back then. It had reminded her of filo pastry – of something delicate, delicious. Now it reminded her that he was old.


She eradicated the mean thought the moment she had it. She was trying to work on being mindful, on having only kind thoughts.


Well, good luck with that, as her mother always said.


Jemima had spotted him now, was banging on the windows with her palms. ‘Daddy! Daddeee! Daddeee!’


Steffie breathed deeply, trying to slow her heart down but it was beginning to make a racket within her, like clacking castanets.


Greg was waving at them, pointing. He had found them a parking space.


She smiled.


That was nice.


She got out of the car, pushed her hair from her eyes, hoped she looked attractive, suspected that it was too early in the morning to be true.


‘Hi,’ she said.


‘Hello,’ he said. He was freshly shaven, raw-cheeked, had shaving foam on his ear.


‘You’ve got …’ She went to reach up, but thought better of it.


He tugged his ear. ‘Ah. Thanks.’ Then he turned to Jemima and held out his hand. ‘Shall we?’


Jemima skipped forward to him happily, and they set off.


The height difference between them was cute. Jemima was petite for her age; Greg was six foot three. Steffie trailed behind them, feeling the flutter of sorrow that often accompanied seeing Greg. She listened to their conversation – to the easy flow of words between father and daughter, Jemima’s voice lower pitched than normal, snug, nuzzled, safe in Daddy’s company.


Noella was waiting for them inside the studio; she looked agitated. ‘Thank you for coming,’ she said. ‘Please.’ She gestured to the row of chairs at the back of the room. ‘Sit.’


Steffie and Greg sat down immediately. There was something about Noella that made you do as you were told.


‘Would you like to get changed, Jemima?’ Noella said, bending down, her hands between her knees, as was her habit when addressing her pupils.


‘I am changed,’ said Jemima, folding her arms. She wasn’t going to be got rid of that easily.


Steffie tried not to smile.


Jemima, neither sullen nor petulant, was steadfast and resolute. She was a match for her mistress, and her mistress knew it. With her pale skin, dark hair and eyebrows that formed arrows of concentration or indignation, Jemima could be French, so Noella often said.


Noella gave a little sniff. ‘Well, go hang your coat up and begin stretching,’ she said, clapping her hands. ‘Chop chop!’


Jemima slowly walked away, dragging her coat behind her along the vinyl floor.


Noella waited a moment before speaking. ‘So the reason I asked you here is because the Phoenix Academy have offered Jemima the chance to audition with them.’


She paused, her eyes flitting between them both, scanning their reaction.


Steffie didn’t know quite how to react. If she had been wearing a hearing aid, now would have been the time to fiddle with it, stalling.


‘The Phoenix Academy?’ Greg said. ‘Should we—’


‘Yes,’ Noella said. ‘You should have heard of it.’


Once again, Steffie tried not to smile.


‘The Phoenix is an outstanding dance academy,’ Noella continued. ‘It’s been in the news of late because it has appointed a new artistic director …’ Noella glanced over her shoulder at Jemima who was now at the barre, warming up. ‘None other than Mikhail Alexandrov.’


‘Gosh,’ said Steffie.


Who was Mikhail Alexandrov?


Noella’s voice was rising. ‘I was fortunate enough to study with Mikhail in Paris many years ago,’ she said. ‘He was considered the Nureyev of his time, but then sadly was injured. This will be his first teaching post, and as such it will catch the attention of the world.’ She clasped her hands together and rose on to tiptoes. ‘And he wants Jemima!’


‘Well …’ Steffie said, shifting in her seat. ‘That’s fantastic … But how does he know about her?’


Noella blushed. ‘You mustn’t be cross,’ she said, sitting down on the piano stool, her black dress flapping behind her. ‘But I sent him a video.’


There was a dull silence.


Jemima stopped stretching and watched them intently in the mirror.


‘Noella …’ Steffie began carefully. ‘Greg and I looked into specialist education last year. We did a lot of research, as I’m sure you remember. And in the end we decided that early specialisation would be too restrictive – that Jemima would be better off at Wimborne Comprehensive.’


Greg was nodding slowly, emphatically.


Noella bowed her head. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘And I’m sorry if this feels intrusive or like overstepping the mark … But in the last six months Jemima has really blossomed. Her talent is extraordinary – too much so for a conventional school. I understand why you might think otherwise, but trust me – I know what I’m talking about. And so does Mr Alexandrov.’


Jemima had left the barre and was creeping forward, trying not to be noticed.


‘This way, Jemima would have the best of both worlds: a top-notch artistic environment combined with academic excellence,’ Noella said. ‘If she’s to fulfil her potential, then she needs professional training as soon as possible. Don’t you see?’


Yes. Steffie did see. Yet it wasn’t a clear vision but a pickled one with all sorts of feelings attached. She was struggling to decipher which feeling was the strongest. Surely pride, excitement? But fear and apprehension kept bobbing up too, like plastic ducks in a water barrel.


She gazed at Noella. ‘Why didn’t you say this last year when we were looking at senior schools?’


Noella frowned, hesitated. ‘Because Jemima has really accelerated of late. And also I happened to bump into Mr Alexandrov in London a couple of weeks ago. I didn’t think applications would be accepted this late in the day, but to my surprise he said he would assess Jemima’s tape … And he loved it!’


‘Well, maybe you can give us some details,’ said Greg, folding his arms. ‘So we can look into it.’


‘Of course,’ Noella said. ‘Anything you need.’


‘Does that mean …?’ Jemima asked, arriving within reach of them.


Steffie turned to look at Jemima, having temporarily forgotten that she was in the room, that this was about her.


This was what happened sometimes when discussing children’s lives, when discussing what was best for them. No matter how much you tried to stay focused on them, they somehow still got lost in all the dialogue.


‘Is this what you’d like to do, Mims?’ Steffie asked gently, ignoring the raw feeling in her throat.


It wasn’t because she didn’t want Jemima to go to the academy. She wanted only what was best for her daughter. But there was a little something else wrapped in there too, something that she would unwrap later when no one else was looking.


‘I think so, Mum,’ said Jemima, twisting her fingers awkwardly as she spoke, her cheeks turning Barbie-pink.


‘So she’s in?’ Greg said. ‘Just like that?’


Noella shook her head. ‘No. I should have explained … Mr Alexandrov is happy for her to join in at final audition stage. I mean, it’s very late, for entry in September. He was very kind to—’


‘So when does he want to see her?’ Greg asked.


Steffie glanced at him. He didn’t sound cross, but he was evidently uncomfortable with something – possibly the same thing as her: that this was a decision that appeared to have been made for them. Even if it were the right decision, no parent surrendered their role of chief executive without some resistance.


‘In a fortnight,’ said Noella.


‘Wow,’ Greg said, sitting back in his chair heavily. He gazed at Jemima in wonder. ‘Must have made a good impression, eh?’


This small encouragement set Jemima off – sent her spinning around the studio, a blur of hair and tights and tulle. ‘Epic!’ she was saying. ‘Epic!’


Noella watched her, laughing. ‘It’s very exciting for all of us,’ she said, placing her hands on her hips. ‘Yes?’


Steffie was watching her daughter.


She could feel the excitement, could feel herself spinning as Jemima span, could feel the immensity of the opportunity, the privilege of being singled out.


‘It’s not local, is it,’ she said, more to herself, more a statement than a question.


Greg looked at her in mild surprise. This didn’t appear to have occurred to him yet.


‘No,’ Noella said. ‘I’m afraid not. It’s in Usherwood, Surrey.’


‘So she’ll be leaving home,’ Steffie said. ‘She’ll be boarding.’ Again, these were not questions.


‘Yes,’ Noella said.


‘OK,’ Steffie said.


‘OK?’ said Greg. ‘Are you saying—’


‘I’m saying …’ Steffie said.


Somewhere within her, the last two emotions were slogging it out, punch-drunk, before the victor held up its hand. Pride had fought off worry. Everyone was cheering.


‘I think we need to focus on Jemima,’ she said finally. ‘On what she’s capable of … I mean … look.’


They all turned to watch Jemima.


Alone, in the middle of the studio, she was dancing her favourite piece unaccompanied by music. It was Prokofiev’s Cinderella.


‘This is probably the piece that she’ll do at the audition,’ Noella said, her voice wavering with emotion. ‘Isn’t she magnificent?’


She was.


Jemima had accelerated. She was moving up and on. She was a beautiful helium balloon longing to rise. They were the chunky rope holding her down, and back.


‘Just tell us where to be and when,’ Steffie said.


She often thought of that helium balloon in the weeks to come, of how much Jemima in that moment – the moment of decision, at the crossroads that changed their lives – had seemed like a thing of beauty, straining to be released from captivity.


That in itself should have told her everything.


Balloons were not robust. Their overstretched skin was filled with nothing but air. And air was filled with nothing but dust.


She should have seen it coming, should have seen the misfortune that was heading their way.


Yet she did not.


And they continued forward, unable to avert disaster before it hit.




PARENT OF CANDIDATE FREDDIE RAWLINGS






I wasn’t surprised, really. I mean, you can’t come to these things and not have a bit of fire in your belly. I’m always saying to Freddie that if he doesn’t big himself up, no one else will.


I’m not being funny, but you could tell that she wasn’t used to being at auditions at this level, among students of this calibre. And that’s just sad.


Truly, I felt sorry for her. Totally out of her depth.


This isn’t being recorded, is it?


I’d hate the parents to think I was being a bitch.


Mrs L. Rawlings


Phoenix Academy of Performing Arts


Surrey Police interview transcript


20 February 2016










TWO


The danger in indulging your child’s dreams was that eventually those dreams would lead them far from home. After all, few aspirations were met by pulling up the sofa cushions or gazing down the plughole. Home might be where the heart rested, but ambition lay down the road, beyond reach. That was the whole point of it.


Steffie accepted all this – had known for some time that Jemima wouldn’t be long for Wimborne, would outgrow her parochial home town. She just hadn’t expected to surrender her only child quite so soon.


It was the moment that many mothers dreaded, letting go; so much so that perhaps there were those who would flatly refuse even to consider it an option. Some might reject the offer on the table; some might coax, manipulate, fudge facts. And others, like Steffie, would fantasise about doing all those things, but would in fact let their child go, and turn to Netflix for distraction.


Steffie had been practising for this event for many years. Back in the days of preschool, she had dropped Jemima off and then hurried away to her car, telling herself not to look back, to drive away quickly.


Then on the first day of school, she hadn’t gone to the event that they were holding at the toy shop in town – the sparkling wine and cake for ‘grieving mums’ – but had got on with her day like any other, telling herself that it wasn’t a big deal, that life moved on.


It was the same during every dreaded wardrobe sort-out, when she held too-small dresses in her hands, stretching them a little, wondering whether they would do for one more summer … before realising that they couldn’t possibly fit and that she was to drop them into the bin bag and walk away.


Sometimes, even then, she would lie in bed at night panicking about whether she should have given away the sweet little hat – the one that Jemima had worn that entire summer – whether she could buy it back if she went down to the charity shop first thing in the morning … What if it had already gone? Oh my goodness. What had she done?


Then she would check herself, tell herself off.


Let it go.


She wasn’t the only one – far from it. There were businesses born of this condition: from the seamstresses who created patchwork teddy bears from outgrown beloved outfits, to the boom in dog groomers hired by all the mothers who, realising they were to have no more children, acquired a puppy instead.


Back away, step away. Mothers told themselves this on a loop – during little routine moments, like the daily school run, and the bigger defining moments, like letting one’s child leave home aged eleven to attend a dance academy.


Steffie had already familiarised herself with the Phoenix Academy website, perusing the images of dancers sashaying in branded leotards. She had noted the name of the shop in Usherwood that sold the uniform, had driven the one-hundred-mile car journey on Google maps, had calculated the total school fees; she had read the very healthy cafeteria menu and hoped that Jemima would like tofu.


Steffie zipped up her coat. It was unusually cold in the school tonight. Noella kept the studio at a carefully maintained temperature, checking the air-conditioning dial often – was doing so now, since some of the pupils were shivering. The pianist, a young student wearing spectacles that were bandaged with tape, began to play a trilly bit of jazz. Noella shot him a look and the music stopped.


‘Where were we?’ Noella turned to the class.


The girls, and one wiry boy, took their positions at the barre, right arms extended and curled into a position that Steffie thought looked uncomfortable, unnatural.


‘And one, two, three … supporting leg, don’t bend it … And seven, eight … Heels! … One, two … In first position …’


Jemima was at the front of the group, set apart from the others at Noella’s request. Her hair was in the traditional bun and her expression was blank. Nothing broke her concentration whilst practising, unlike her classmates who twitched and yawned.


They had known for several years that Jemima was talented. Greg’s mother, Vivienne, had been the first to spot it. An ex-professional dancer, Vivi had performed with Sadler’s Wells Ballet during the fifties and sixties. One Christmas, they were staying at Greg’s parents when The Nutcracker came on television and three-year-old Jemima, spellbound, tried to copy what she saw. ‘She’s got the gift!’ Vivi had declared with unmasked delight.


Shortly afterwards, a tiny tutu had arrived in the post, together with a CD of a Swan Lake production that Dancing Grandmammy had performed in and a ballerina snowglobe.


Vivi had worked her charm; as had genetics.


And so it began.


Jemima grew, as did her requests. She begged for lessons and leotards and dance DVDs and tap shoes. Greg constructed a studio for her in the garage at the lodge, complete with barre, mirrors and heater. He would have done anything she commanded – always dissolved around Jemima quicker than a pink wafer in tea.


Steffie shifted her position on the plastic chair and watched as Jemima demonstrated a perfect pirouette.


‘Now that,’ said Noella, ‘is how you do it!’


Jemima allowed herself a flicker of a smile, before falling back into line.


Steffie was the only parent at the class tonight. More often than not, that was the case. Most parents dropped and left. Steffie, however, always stayed, not for any reason other than the fact that she liked listening to Noella’s instructions and the rippling piano music, and watching the children’s reflections in the tall windows. It was hypnotic, soothing, and sometimes the only time during the week that she stopped.


‘And down … down … keep your back straight … up … up … And down … down … and up … up … And down … And with the opposite arm … stretch …’


She gazed up at the windows now, watching the children’s shadows dance in the glass. The windows were tightly sealed, keeping winter at bay.


Yet it wouldn’t be long until spring, when Noella would unwind the cords on the walls and pull the windows open, little splinters of white paint falling down, like dry snow.


The studio had its rhythms and cycles, which they had been familiar with for many years. Leaving here would be difficult, Steffie thought.


The class had ended. Jemima was waving at her.


Like many mothers, Steffie, on sight of her child, could conjure a smile out of nowhere, like pulling rabbits from a magician’s hat.


She smiled warmly at Jemima and waved back.


*


‘So what are her chances of getting in, Steffie?’


Steffie paused, Stanley knife mid-air, cardboard box at her knees. She was unpacking a delivery of inflatable love hearts on sticks for a Valentine’s window display. ‘I’m not sure,’ she said.


‘They must be pretty high for this man to be fast-tracking her to the final stage?’ Her mother paused to sit up straight and stretch her neck. She was making a fabric heart garland to hook along the counter. It was a dark day. The trees were moaning outside and the rain was tapping on the windows. The string of fairy lights outside the shop were shaking up and down, like fireflies trapped in jars.


Steffie stood to turn the main light on. Then she cut the cardboard with a decisive flash of the knife and out popped the love hearts.


She realised that her mother was waiting for her reply, her mouth a line of enquiry.


‘You’d have thought so, yes,’ Steffie said.


Her mother nodded. ‘So what does Greg say about it?’


‘Well, he’s pleased … but cautious,’ Steffie said. ‘I’m meeting him later to go through it all properly.’


‘Good. Because it’s a huge decision.’


‘Yes,’ Steffie said.


Her mother shrugged, continued to work on the garland. ‘These places can be very competitive. Vicious even.’


‘Yes, Mum,’ said Steffie, trying not to sound vexed.


She pushed the box of hearts into the narrow hallway at the side of the shop, the idea of working on the window display suddenly less appealing.


With a sigh, she leant against the counter, watching the traffic passing by. An old man, barefoot in sandals, appeared at the window, looking at the cake tins, necklaces and scarves. Nothing here for him, she would imagine; although they did sell men’s socks.


‘She really wants to go to this school,’ Steffie said. ‘She hasn’t stopped talking about it.’


‘Of course she hasn’t. It’s her dream.’


‘So we have to give her this chance.’


‘Yes,’ her mother said, laying her work on the counter. ‘But you need to do it with a happy heart … And that’s the difficult bit.’


Hearts again. Hearts everywhere.


‘I am happy about it,’ Steffie said.


‘That may be so,’ her mother said, ‘but I’m still concerned about you.’


‘Concerned?’ said Steffie. ‘Why?’


‘Because you’re forty-four.’


Steffie laughed. ‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’


‘Nothing,’ her mother said. ‘Only that it’s a tough age. Your body’s gearing up to a big change. And Jemima’s your precious little girl.’


‘Which is why I have to let her go,’ Steffie said, picking up a bejewelled pen from the counter display and shaking it so its charm jingled.


‘Yes.’


Steffie put down the pen and gazed at her mother, at the soft lines around her eyes, at her ash-blonde hair that was starting to look thin, no matter how much she bouffed it up with spray.


‘Mum,’ she said, placing her hand on her mother’s hand, ‘is there something else you’d like to say? If so, speak now or forever hold thy peace.’


Her mother was thinking about it, her head tilted to one side. ‘No,’ she said.


‘Good,’ Steffie said.


‘Good.’ There was a pause. ‘But promise me you’ll tread carefully? And you’ll look after yourself?’


Steffie looked into her mother’s eyes. This close they were watery, faded. ‘Promise,’ she said.


Greg knocked on the door, cringing at how flimsy it sounded. With a good kick, the door would probably come right off its hinges. He hated that Steffie and Jemima were living here. It felt so inadequate.


He cleared his throat nervously. This was the first time he had come to the apartment to see Steffie on her own, without Jemima present. It felt date-ish, although circumstances said otherwise and Steffie would be annoyed to hear him say so. Even so, he ran his hands through his hair and tucked his shirt in as he heard her footsteps approaching.


‘Come on in,’ she said, opening the door and smiling.


She looked as though she hadn’t slept well last night. He could always tell. She walked with her shoulders higher than usual. It was so subtle it would take sixteen years of intimacy to recognise, which thankfully he had.


He hovered over the couch for a place to sit down.


‘Sorry about the mess,’ she said, scooping up toys and stationery. ‘Jemima’s Second World War project: she’s making a Lego spitfire.’


‘Should have said,’ he said. ‘I could have helped.’


‘Sorry.’ She looked crestfallen. ‘I didn’t think.’


‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘Looks like she’s getting along fine without my input … Here. Let me help.’


They carried the Lego to a table that was crammed with ballet books and Steffie’s shop paperwork. He felt a little pang of pleasure as their fingers touched briefly and he glanced at her, but she was intent on clearing a space on the table – on proving that the apartment was perfect. And she had almost managed it until she turned too quickly, sending the paperwork spilling to the floor in a swishing waterfall.


‘Oh, flax seed,’ she said.


He bent to pick up a handful of paper. ‘Let me—’


‘Leave it,’ she said, with forced cheer. ‘Why don’t you put the kettle on?’


He sighed and went to the kitchen, which was three paces away.


As the kettle wheezed to life, he thought of the day she had moved in here – this time last year. It had been a grim day all round – wet, cold – and nothing seemed to fit where it should. But Steffie wouldn’t acknowledge that, trying instead to squeeze things into tight spaces. Perfect! she had said. Look, Jemima! A room of your own!


A room? That was a stretch. Jemima’s room was separated from Steffie’s by a thin partition. To a constructor like him, it was excruciating. To a man, a husband, a human with feelings, it was hell.


She hadn’t been able to keep her red kettle. It was too big for the narrow counter space. So he had to take that back to the lodge. She pretended not to mind – went and bought a small plastic kettle from Argos that took several lifetimes to boil. Back went the Venetian mirror too, the art nouveau lamp and the oil painting of Big Ben. None of them fitted. And none could be replaced at Argos. Yet she kept saying things like, Look, Jemima! You can see Noella’s studio from here!


But the next morning, when he had come to collect more books and china that didn’t fit – Just whilst we get settled, she had stressed – he had noted that her eyes were puffy, as though she had cried herself to sleep.


The kettle clicked off, finally, bringing him back to the present, and he made the tea.


By the time he returned to the lounge, Steffie was drawing a vertical line on a notepad. She was going to write one of her pros and cons lists. ‘I don’t think that’s going to help,’ he said, setting the mugs on the floor.


‘Why not?’


‘Because we just need to decide if we’re doing this,’ he said. ‘Don’t complicate it with lists.’


She was about to object, but changed her mind and put down the pad. ‘OK,’ she said.


This instant compliance caused his forehead to tighten with worry. She was never easily led, was strong-willed. What did this change signify?


He was always looking about her apartment, her possessions, her self, for change. For despite the assurances that the situation was temporary, that she needed space to think (space! Here!), the fact remained that she was single whilst separated from him and could more or less do as she wished.


Steffie wouldn’t remain single forever, and the thought filled him with dread. She was attractive, with dark spiralled hair – the sort that made men think of kinkiness and negligées, at least him anyway. She smiled readily, revealing dimples either side of her mouth. Her eyes weren’t blue, grey or green but somewhere between all three, depending on the weather and the colour of her sweater. Her body was slender, sometimes angular during hectic times. And her favourite colour was violet, which when worn made her eyes look blue.


‘So I’m thinking that we should just do this,’ she said.


‘And I think we need more time,’ he said.


‘But we don’t have more time.’ She pulled her sleeves over her hands. ‘Noella needs a decision by tomorrow.’


He reached for her mug of tea, handed it to her. ‘Noella can wait,’ he said.


‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘But the academy can’t.’


He frowned. ‘Doesn’t it annoy you how this has come about? That she sent Jemima’s video off without our permission?’


‘Yes,’ Steffie said, ‘a bit. But then you know what Noella’s like. She’s so driven. She just gets carried away.’


‘Hmm,’ he said, drinking his tea.


She stood up, went to the window, her hands in her pockets. ‘This is a great opportunity for Jemima, no matter how it came about.’


He sat forward so that he could pull a piece of paper from the back pocket of his jeans. ‘So … I’ve had a look at our finances – how much it’ll all cost. And we can definitely afford it … Business is going really well.’ He smiled at her, his toes warming slightly.


‘Good,’ she said. ‘That eliminates a lot of worry for a start.’


A sudden downpour of rain hit the windows. They both turned to look. The sky looked turbulent, chargrilled clouds speeding by.


‘Let’s just go for it,’ he said.


‘OK,’ she said, smiling with a sudden blush. She wasn’t normally coy. It was because she was treading an unfamiliar course. She would be so fixed on doing the right thing by Jemima, she would forget to look at her own feet.


He thought of her being here alone in September. It made him feel unbearably sad.


‘Come home, Steffie,’ he said.


He hadn’t meant to say it, not out loud at least. He had surprised himself.


And her too. She was gazing at him with an expression that he couldn’t read – was probably better off being in ignorance of, like doomsday tea leaves at the bottom of a cup.


‘I can’t do that,’ she said.


He stood up, but made no move towards her. She wouldn’t want him to draw closer. That was the one thing he knew.


‘Let me make this up to you,’ he said. ‘Let me make all of this better. I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll—’


‘Just be there for Jemima,’ she said. ‘At the audition.’ And she went to the kitchen where she began to run the tap and wash up.


‘Of course,’ he said. He gazed around him. She had taken his mug of tea. Evidently, the meeting was over. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I’ll be off then.’


She turned the tap off, didn’t look at him, though. ‘OK,’ she said.


‘I’ll leave the costings with you,’ he said, looking about for a safe place to put the piece of paper. ‘Where shall I …?’


‘On the table, please,’ she said.


At the door, he paused. ‘I’m going to make this up to you. No matter what it—’


‘See you soon,’ she said, trying to smile.


He gazed at her. Leaving her anywhere was always wretched. Leaving her here was worse. The place reminded him of the little flat she’d been living in when he first met her, except that it was smaller.


The idea of having pushed her back in time to a state that she had outgrown put him in mind of schooling systems whereby children were kept back year after year, outgrowing their classmates, their knees too big for their desks, their humiliation apparent.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said.


And he left, closing the flimsy door softly, reverently, behind him, securing his wife as best as he could with the poor materials that he had to work with.
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THREE


‘An affair is a very difficult thing for a marriage to overcome, Steffie. But for the record, I think you’re doing ever so well. I really do.’


Steffie nodded, sniffed. During these sessions, she always kept a tissue in her hand – it would start as a flat sheet and end up as a ball. She never cried here, though. For Steffie, tears were private – secret tears that were warmer, fatter for being harboured indoors and not aired.


Her counsellor, Yvonne, was very pleasant: a fifty-something who wore glasses on a chain around her neck and kept a fan on her desk that lifted her hair and ruffled the paperwork.


Steffie had been coming here once a week for three months, to the upstairs office that was only four doors along from her own shop, the Silver Tree. Yvonne’s services had been recommended to Steffie by a mum in the school playground, whom Yvonne had just helped through divorce.


I don’t want you to help me get divorced, was the first thing Steffie had said to Yvonne.


Yvonne had laughed. But of course not!


Steffie had liked her right away – the way she tucked her stretchy top down over her tummy, the way she kicked her shoes off to rub one foot with the other, the way she got so hot during sessions that she had to turn up the fan and flap her blouse. It’s my age, she would say with a regretful smile.


This, Steffie thought, was a real human.


Not like the chair beside her.


The chair – a wooden chair with a burgundy padded cushion – was sometimes Greg. She often had to turn to the sorry little chair and converse with it, to tell it how she felt or to listen to its point of view.


Today, she had just told the chair that she wanted to forgive it so badly, but she was finding it hard.


And the chair had just told her that it was OK; she could take all the time she needed.


What a chair.


Sometimes, she had told Yvonne recently, seeing Greg was like being presented with a Krispy Kreme selection box just before you went bikini shopping.


‘You often use humour as a shield, Steffie,’ Yvonne was saying, hands arched and resting on the arms of her chair.


‘I do?’ said Steffie.


‘Yes. And humour’s good. It’s healthy … But not if it’s masking the way you really feel.’


There was a pause. Steffie listened to the fan whirring, watched it lifting Yvonne’s fringe.


‘You don’t need to put on an act, or a brave face,’ Yvonne said.


‘I disagree,’ Steffie said. ‘I’m a single parent. I can’t have a meltdown in front of—’


‘I meant here, Steffie,’ Yvonne said gently. ‘You can drop the mask here.’ She smiled. ‘It’s safe.’


Steffie squeezed the tissue ball. She noticed Yvonne’s gaze dropping slightly, observing the tension in Steffie’s hand.


It was safe here, perhaps. But Yvonne didn’t miss anything. She would notice every time Steffie tensed her shoulders, every time she held her breath or squeezed the tissue ball.


But Yvonne didn’t know about the dust – about the dust-balls lying on the black rim of her open laptop, minuscule yet boulder-like; about the layer of dust on the glass surface of her desk that was threatening domination; the dust swirling in the sunshine by the window, like a swarm of dirty flies.


‘Let’s talk about the guilt that you feel concerning your marriage,’ Yvonne said.


‘Well, that’s easy to explain,’ Steffie said. ‘It’s because of Jemima.’


‘Because you moved out and took her away from Dad?’


Steffie nodded.


‘Because he cheated,’ Yvonne added.


Again, Steffie nodded.


‘Yet it is you who bears the guilt,’ Yvonne said.


Steffie shrugged this time.


‘You had a right to feel hurt and angry, Steffie – a right to buy yourself some time and space.’


‘Yes,’ said Steffie. ‘But Jemima misses him. And it makes me feel terrible.’


‘Why?’


Steffie paused, clenched the tissue ball. ‘Because I know I should be able to forgive him, but I just can’t.’


‘You can’t?’


‘No,’ said Steffie. ‘Every time I get close to it, something inside me tells me to get back, not to let him off the hook. It’s awful … Some days I wish so much that things were back as they were – that we were all living at The Fishing Lodge, that we were happy, that he never met that woman—’ She broke off.


‘Say her name,’ Yvonne said.


‘I can’t,’ Steffie said. ‘She makes me too angry.’


‘What do you want to say to her, Steffie? What would you tell her if she were here now? What would you tell Olivia?’


Steffie laughed. ‘Well, that’s easy. I’d tell her to go to hell.’


‘So tell her. Here she is,’ said Yvonne, holding her hand out and turning her head as though ushering in an invisible guest. ‘Tell her what you’d like to say.’


Steffie turned to the ghost. ‘Go to hell,’ she said.


‘Say it louder,’ Yvonne said.


‘Go to hell.’


‘Again.’


‘Go to hell!’


‘And again. Louder, Steffie.’


Steffie stood so forcibly, her chair toppled back. ‘Go to hell, Olivia! Go to hell!’


She stopped. Her heart was racing, her breath haphazard. She straightened her top, picked up the chair.


‘Good work, Steffie,’ Yvonne said. ‘But we need to press pause as our time is coming to an end and I’d like to reflect on the session.’


Steffie glanced at her watch. ‘Sorry, but I need to make a dash for it. I’ve got to pick up Jemima early today.’


Yvonne smiled. ‘As you wish … I’ll see you next time.’


Steffie left, hurrying downstairs to the high street, passing the Silver Tree on her way, glancing in at her mother who was serving a customer whilst Steffie was at ‘Pilates’. She wasn’t comfortable telling anyone about the counselling, least of all her mum, who would make more of it than was necessary.


She looked at her watch again and began to run. She was taking Jemima to Noella’s straight from school. Greg had agreed to meet them at the studio. They were going to give Noella their decision and then take another look at Prokofiev’s Cinderella before confirming it as Jemima’s audition piece.


To Steffie’s surprise, however, when she arrived at the school, Greg was leaning against the wall, arms folded, waiting for the gates to open.


Her heart gave a lurch on seeing him unexpectedly, combined with the shame of having just repeatedly wished his mistress would go to hell.


Sometimes she wanted to ask him whether he had seen Olivia, whether there was still any contact between them, but she found it hard to form the woman’s name on her tongue, let alone discuss details. It put a barrier between them that she found impossible to peek over, despite the fact that Greg was desperate to pretend it wasn’t there.


‘Afternoon,’ he said.


‘I thought you were meeting us at Noella’s?’ she said, walking straight past him and through the school gates, which had just opened.


‘I thought I’d surprise Jemima.’ He drew level with her. ‘Is that OK?’ he asked, his voice lowered.


The usual parents were gathering in the playground, around the eaves, around the picnic benches; the same parents each day, talking to the same people, often in the same spots.


Steffie had always noticed the glances that were shot at Greg on the rare occasions that he ventured into school. He was better-looking than she was, she thought. At least, that was what some of the mums would be thinking. And now that they were separated? Greg was like a beast set off the leash.


Except that it wasn’t really like that. Many of the mums were reading their phones or talking about SATS, IBS or other initialised subject matters. No one was outwardly unpleasant, but Steffie knew how to navigate the path in order to avoid whiplash. Amongst the practically perfect, there was a stigma attached to separation that she sometimes found difficult to deal with, which was why she didn’t like Greg joining her with his ripped jeans, his oily caramel-coloured hair and his truck parked out front as though he were about to go and lop down a tree or wrestle a bear.


The other dads who did the school run did so in suits or work-at-home daywear.


Jemima had appeared in the stream of red jumpers that was spilling from year six like over-zealous ketchup, and was now sprinting towards them, her rucksack jumping on her back.
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