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chapter one

February

It was a terrible day to emigrate. The sun was shining. The sky was a deep spring blue. My breath came in clouds all around me.

Clifton Street was beautiful. The tall white houses opposite were bleached by the light. I could smell the sea in the air, hear the distant seagulls. Anne, who lived across the road, was looking at me from inside her bay window. She waved when I looked at her, and motioned to me to come in and see her before we left. I had lived opposite Anne for seven years. I prided myself on knowing all my neighbours. I didn’t know any of them very well, but I was on friendly terms with just about everybody at our end of the street. For the past seven years, this house had been my home, my place of safety. I had lived here with lodgers, then with Matt, then with Matt and Alice. I brought my daughter to this house two days after she was born. It was the only home she had ever known, yet she was going to grow up with no memories of it at all.

When I finally accepted that the move was going to  happen, I hoped that we would go in the rain. I wanted all the bad things about the life I was leaving to be spread before me, as reassurance. I wanted spiky rain blown at me by a driving wind, a blanket of black cloud, the street full of uncollected rubbish bags pecked open by seagulls. I wanted to hear drunk stag parties arriving at the station. Ideally, there would have been a Labour Party conference blocking off the seafront with barriers and covered walkways, which always irritated me as I believed that people had a right to see their leaders walking along the street. I hoped that it was going to take us three hours to drive to the ferry port at Newhaven.

Instead, the day was perfect. The rubbish had been collected two days earlier. The seagulls circled far overhead, up in the blueness, screeching in the distance. I knew that we would leave soon. It was all out of my hands, now. We were only going because I had been weak, and because I hated confrontation, and because I always did what Matt suggested, and he knew that.

I was heartbroken. This was an enormous mistake, a massive misjudgement. I imagined myself trying to rectify the situation. I wondered what would happen if I touched the arm of one of the removals men. ‘I’m sorry,’ I might say. ‘I’ve changed my mind. Would you put all the furniture back, please?’

I was not sure that these removals men would look at me even if I spoke to them. By a strange quirk of science, my physical form appeared to be invisible to their eyes. Soon after they had arrived, at nine in the morning, I had put a tray bearing a cafetière of coffee, four cups, a jug of  milk, a bowl of sugar and a plate of biscuits, neatly arranged, on the front wall. Even then, they had ignored me, but for a collective grunt that might have been ‘cheers’. They were more than happy to chat to Matt, to accept his questionable help and his diffident instructions. They looked straight through me when I tried to catch their eyes with my polished, cheerful smile.

I sat on the next-door neighbours’ low wall and watched the exodus of the boxes, each one marked by me with thick black pen and labelled by the removals men with a yellow sticker. I saw a box marked ‘Alice’s toys’ pass by, followed by ‘Matt’s books’ and ‘Emma’s shoes’. My life was in those boxes. My life, Matt’s life, Alice’s life. Nothing I said or did was going to stop the move from happening. I had sold my house. It had never been Matt’s house, always mine. I was proud of it. It was a city centre cottage, with small rooms and low ceilings. It felt homely. I had painted all the walls, picked up cheap furniture wherever I could, and I had made it my own. Mine, and Matt’s, and Alice’s.

I was trying to be proud of myself now, for the obscene amount of money I had made from it. I had bought it for almost nothing and had sold it for a third of a million pounds. Now it belonged to a pleasant professional couple who were moving down from London. If I had asked them, if they had heard me, the removals men would not have been able to replace everything. It was too late to cancel. I had a new house, and it was in Gascony.

Matt and Alice and I were moving to France. We had known it for months. Until last week, the idea had meant little more to me than it had to Alice, who had parroted  ‘Moob-a-Pance’, meaninglessly, at anyone within earshot. For months, I had efficiently blocked out reality, and made the whole insane adventure into an interesting talking point. I had assured myself that it could not really be going to happen, that everything would inevitably fall through at some point in the long and complicated process. It had seemed phenomenally unlikely that such an outlandish scheme could work out; it was, I knew, just another of Matt’s wild ideas.

Before Alice had come along, he had proposed a move to South Africa, where we would buy a vineyard near Cape Town, and sell our wines directly to Oddbins. ‘I have a good contact at Oddbins,’ he had assured me, as if this made the plan foolproof.

After that, he had posited that I might care to take my newborn daughter to Thailand, where the three of us would buy a beach hut and make some kind of idealised living from catching fish and picking fruit.

It was currently extremely fashionable to pine loudly for a house in rural France and, although Matt had seemed serious when he started on about it, I had assumed that he was simply repeating conversations he had had with his colleagues. I had played along to humour him. ‘Yes,’ I had agreed blithely. ‘A big house in the French countryside would be just the thing. Good schools, cheap property, bilingual children. Mmmm. It would be perfect.’

It had been stupid of me to encourage him, but I’d had no idea that he was serious. Everybody watched documentaries about people making that move. Everybody said they wanted to do it. Nobody actually went through with it.  Nobody that I knew had ever seriously considered it. As far as I was aware, a few of Matt’s colleagues had darling little farmhouses in Provence or the Dordogne, but they stood empty for most of the year, then hosted crowds of squabbling families through the summer. Nobody actually spent the winter in the south of France. Nobody but us.

I had put my house on the market in the sincere hope that no one would want to buy it. At that price, I didn’t expect the offers to flood in. I had agreed with Matt that we would make an offer for a big stone house in the Gascon countryside, on the assumption that the offer wouldn’t be accepted, that we wouldn’t get a mortgage, and that something in French law would prevent us from buying it. It had all been a game. Then a couple of barristers had loved my house and exclaimed over how reasonably priced it was, compared with London. They offered the asking price after the estate agent told them that a fictitious ‘cash buyer’ was on the verge of snapping it up. A week ago, we had exchanged contracts. My house, my home, was no longer mine. The silly plan had suddenly become real. I realised how stupid I had been.

I never behaved rashly. I did not make brave moves or step into the unknown. It was not in my character to do anything that had not been thoroughly thought through and declared to be safe. Left to myself, I would not have left Clifton Street. I would not have seen any reason to go to a different part of Brighton, let alone abroad. Alice would have gone to the primary school on the next street and when she got older I would have found her the best comprehensive in town. I had never lived in the country, and I had  never wanted to. I liked cities. I liked knowing that there were people all around me. I felt safety in numbers, and I liked being an anonymous member of a crowd.

In fact, I had lived in the country once. My mother and I had lived in a village in Hampshire until I was three. Then she had died. That was when I had been taken to London and reshaped as a city girl. The country was another world to me now. I had grown up in a big house in Holloway, with my cousins and my aunt and uncle. Geoff and Christa still lived there, so I had my childhood home. Christa and Geoff were the only parents I had ever known, since I had almost no memories of my mother. Their three children were, to all intents and purposes, my siblings. Bella, my eldest sister, was married, and I was as good as married, but Bella and I both retained our old bedrooms, replete with single beds and pink and purple decor, in Holloway. We all went back there at Christmas, with husbands, partners and offspring in tow, and we always had a magical time. I made sure of it. Magical times were important.

I forced a smile as a neighbour, a young mother from halfway down the street, walked by and beamed at me.

‘Off today, then?’ she asked. Paula was always full of energy. She was pushing a double pushchair, which contained her twins Tallulah and Nemo, and she was heavily pregnant.

‘Hey, wow!’ she exclaimed, without waiting for my reply. ‘Nobody told me you were having another! When’s it due?’

I looked down at my stomach. I was wearing a jumper that was tight around my stomach, and as I looked, I saw that she was right. I did look pregnant.

‘That’ll be a French baby!’ she continued, and I searched for the right words to let her know about her mortifying mistake. ‘Congratulations.’

I gave up. ‘Thanks,’ I said, and stood up to pretend I was needed back in the house. As soon as she had gone indoors, I sat back down on the wall. I had been meaning to lose weight but I could never quite be bothered.

The sound of the phone ringing made me leap back to my feet. I rushed inside to answer it, aware that I was almost certainly answering my telephone for the last time. I was surprised it hadn’t already been cut off.

‘Hello?’ I asked breathlessly. My voice seemed to echo in the unfurnished house.

‘So you’re still there! That’s good.’ It was my aunt. ‘How’s it going?’

‘You know.’ I looked around the bare hallway, and flattened myself against a wall to make way for two men carrying a large cupboard. I pulled the phone into the sitting room and stood in the bay window watching the last pieces of furniture and boxes going into the van. ‘Looking pretty bare.’ A lump rose to my throat. I wanted to stay so much that it hurt. Christa knew that. She thought the move was a mistake. She was angry, in her buttoned-up, tight-lipped way, that Matt had forced me into it. She was angry with me for capitulating.

‘We’re just ringing to say good luck. You take care of yourself. Let Matt do everything that needs doing. Just look after yourself and ring any time you want. Any time, OK?’

I nodded. ‘Mmmm,’ I said, not trusting myself to speak.

‘Have a good journey. Ring us when you’re there.’

‘OK.’

‘And give Alice a big kiss. Here’s Geoff.’

I smiled as Christa handed over to my uncle. Christa couldn’t get off the phone quickly enough, and I knew it was because she was uncomfortable saying things like ‘ring any time’. Everyone thought she was prickly and difficult. Matt found her impossible. I thought I understood her, and I knew that this call was her way of saying she loved me.

Geoff, on the other hand, was perpetually jolly but spent as much time as possible shut away in his study. He left all the decisions to his wife and provided a benevolent presence when required.

‘Bon voyage,’ he said now. ‘Look, Emma. If this doesn’t work out, you can always come back. You bought that pile out there, so that means someone else would too. There’s always a place for you and Alice here in sunny Holloway.’ I heard Christa say something in the background. ‘Matt, too,’ he added.

None of my family would ever have said they didn’t like Matt. Matt was charming and chatty, and everyone in the world got on with him. But three months earlier, Matt and I had invited Christa and Geoff and my cousins Bella and Charlotte to Brighton for the weekend, and had told them about our plans.

‘Wow,’ said Bella. ‘France. Fantastic! Lucky you. Living the dream, hey?’

‘Will you have a pool?’ Charlotte had demanded. ‘Lots of spare rooms? Hey, will you have one of those brilliant Frenchwomen as a cleaner – the ones in the print overalls?’

She, Bella and Matt had all roared with laughter. I had noticed Christa and Geoff both staring at me.

‘Emma?’ Geoff had said. ‘You don’t seem excited.’

I assured Geoff that I would come back to Holloway any time I needed to, though I knew I wouldn’t. I hung up the phone and looked around. With the furniture gone, every mark on the cream walls was noticeable. There were rectangles where pictures had hung, and a surprising number of pencilled scribbles at Alice’s height. I wondered how she had made them without my noticing.

If things didn’t work out for us all in France, I knew we would come straight back to Brighton. I could not have lived in London again. I didn’t even like visiting any more. It unnerved me. It was bad for me.

I had left London when I was twenty-four. I was scared there. Something strange had started happening to me. My anxiety was spinning out of control. I had a reasonably well-paid job working for a charity, and I enjoyed what I did – essentially, creating order from chaos – but away from my desk, I could barely function. On the way to work I worried that the tube might break down and make me late, or that I would get stuck in a tunnel in the dark, squashed up against invisible strangers. If I was out after dark, as I inevitably was when I left work in the winter, I was perpetually on guard against being mugged. It had never happened. If I passed a man or a group of men on the street, I crossed the road as a precautionary measure. However, if any of them were black, I was terrified that crossing the road made me racist, so instead I would walk past, trying to look confident, while my heart pounded and my muscles tensed, ready to run.

Every day, I would get home from work and bolt the door  behind me. I shared a flat with my cousin, Charlotte, who had the opposite attitude to life to my own. Charlotte and I had never been best friends. I had adored Bella from an early age, but Charlotte thought I was dull and I thought she was reckless to the point of stupidity. During those London years, I lay awake in bed until three in the morning, waiting for the sound of her key in the lock. Often she had company. I waited until the footsteps, the giggling, and often the sex noises had died away, and then I would pad out of my room to double lock the door and put the chain on. Occasionally I would bump into a conquest outside the bathroom and would exchange embarrassed greetings. Charlotte’s conquests seemed extremely random.

Charlotte had long, platinum-blonde hair and a skinny body, and she hated being seen with me and Bella because, as she used to say, ‘One look at you two and they know I’m not a natural blonde.’

‘Most of them probably find out soon enough,’ Bella would reply, and they would laugh while I struggled to get the joke.

London had been too much for me. I hated seeing so many homeless people. I could not give money to all of them, but I felt I ought to. I particularly hated seeing homeless women; I had given money to all of them, and I still did, because it turned out that the homelessness problem was nearly as bad in Brighton. I continued to worry about Charlotte. She was single and I knew she still enjoyed indiscriminate sex. These days she was a struggling actress, so I worried, as well, about her precarious financial situation. I worried about my younger cousin, Greg. He was away travelling.  The fact that I could not imagine the dangers he was facing in Cambodia made it easier, in a way, but the nagging fear never went away. Greg was the baby of our family, and all of us felt protective of him. I thought this might have been a factor in the development of his habit of boarding a long-haul flight whenever he had the chance.

In London, I began to be scared by my own neuroses. The fears spiralled: I became scared of being scared, and my world started to close in on me. I realised that I was not rational, that I was infuriating Charlotte and worrying Christa.

Brighton was the perfect compromise. As soon as I arrived here, I calmed down. I came to Brighton shortly before everyone else in London decided to do the same, and I managed to buy my little house for £90,000. It had seemed like a lot, but I’d had a deposit saved up and the mortgage was relatively small. I still commuted up, until I had Alice, but my office was near Farringdon station, so I could take the Thameslink train almost to the door. I never had to go on the tube or fight through the crowds. I felt safe again. After my maternity leave, I resigned and took a part-time job with a small charity here. I walked to work and dropped Alice at nursery on the way.

Life in the middle of Brighton was easy. It was convenient. I knew that everything I needed was within walking distance. There was a Marks and Spencer’s food store at the station, two minutes’ walk away, and it was open for all my waking hours. I could always nip out to buy milk, or a pizza for dinner, or chocolate. I bought my paper from a newsagent up the hill. Two minutes away, in the North Laine, there was a fine array of cafés and restaurants, and friendly,  non-chain shops. There were parks and playgrounds, children’s music, painting and yoga groups. Walking along the seafront made me happy, whatever the weather. In many ways I preferred it out of season, when the sky was slaty grey and the sea its mirror. Alice would rush up and down the esplanade and I would watch her. She threw stones into the sea while I held her hand. Matt and I took her to the pier and indulged her obsession with one particular ride where she rode a Barbie motorbike. There were very few people around on a Sunday morning in winter. I liked that.

I stepped outside and sat back down on the wall. It was getting colder, and I hugged myself to keep warm. I watched Matt emerging from the house bearing one end of a box of books. I knew we had packed some of them too full, so they would be really heavy. Matt was smiling under the pressure.

That was the main reason I liked Brighton. I liked it because I had met Matt here, four years ago. Meeting him had demonstrated to me that my decision to move here had been absolutely the right one. We were introduced in a café by a university acquaintance I had never imagined I would see again, and from that day on he had been the centre of my life. I imagined the way I would be now had I stayed in London. A life without Matt, a world without Alice. It was impossible. Matt still worked in London, and usually stayed overnight for at least half of the week, but when he was with us, we were a perfect unit, and when he was away, we looked forward to his return. I never took him for granted. On days when he managed to work at home, I loved listening to him on the phone, or typing on his laptop, in the little study at the back of the house. ‘Smith  here,’ he would always say on the phone. It was one of his idiosyncrasies.

And today, I was leaving. In France, our nearest shop was going to be ten kilometres away. Everything would shut down for lunch. Every café would be smoky. Even though I had once spoken fluent French, I would struggle to communicate. I would be acutely and constantly aware of being an outsider. Matt would still be working in London for most of the week, so now he would be five hundred miles away from me, rather than fifty. I liked France for holidays. I would never have considered it as a potential home. Not even after watching umpteen thousand documentaries about people moving there.

Matt sat down next to me, on the wall. His eyes were shining and his face was flushed.

‘All done,’ he announced.

‘All done?’ I echoed. I looked up. One of the men closed the back of the lorry while the engine revved impatiently. Then he leapt into the front passenger seat and slammed the door behind him. We watched the truck pulling out and driving down the street.

I looked at Matt. He was happy in a genuine, straightforward way. Everything about him was glowing. I realised that he really was delighted to be making this move. I had assumed that his enthusiasm was exaggerated to counter my reluctance, but now I saw that it was not. Even now, sitting on a low wall next to the empty shell that had been the home we had shared, even now, when we could barely imagine the day-to-day reality of the life that lay before us, Matt had no doubts.

‘Christa on the phone?’ he asked. I nodded. ‘Am I still the bogeyman?’

‘Of course you’re not.’

‘Dragging their poor helpless little girl across the sea, away from them?’

‘It’s not like that,’ I said weakly. ‘Not at all.’

Matt was going to stand out in France. He looked English. I didn’t; I could easily pass for French and so could Alice. We were short and dark. Matt was tall and thin. His hair was dirty blond, like straw that has been in a barn for a while, and in the sun he turned a deep pink even when he was wearing factor fifty. Matt had a kind face; an open face. I always knew what he was thinking. He was charismatic, larger than life. I often wondered what he was doing with me. I knew I was no great catch; and yet he cherished me. I knew that he was selfish, but I never criticised him for it, never mentioned it, because I was so grateful that he had decided to spend his life with me. I was annoyed that Christa and Geoff had made their feelings plain to Matt. I didn’t want him to hold that against me.

‘You’re happy,’ I observed.

He draped an arm over my shoulders. ‘Emma,’ he said. ‘Of course I am.’ His blue eyes crinkled as he smiled down. ‘We’re embarking on an enormous adventure. I know you’re not excited about it, but you will be.’

I leaned on him and tried to imagine it. I was desolate. I searched for something positive to say. I did not want Matt to see the depths of my desolation. No one saw my depths. I didn’t want to see them myself.

‘It’s a leap of faith,’ I told him, eventually, with a small smile. He grinned back.

‘Something like this is always a leap of faith.’

‘It doesn’t appear to be for you.’

He kissed the top of my head. ‘I do know that it’s different for me,’ he conceded. ‘I’m going to be commuting every week. Half my life will still be in London. Much easier to deal with.’ He pulled back and looked into my eyes, and I caught my breath at the effect he had on me.

‘That,’ I told him, ‘is the first time you’ve admitted it.’

‘I know. Sorry. I admit it now. I keep my job, I go on planes twice a week, I have the best of all possible worlds.’

‘I’ll work in London,’ I told him suddenly, desperately, and I meant it. I could live in London again if I had to. I could stay with Christa and Geoff. ‘You stay in the middle of nowhere with Alice every day, and I’ll work to support us all.’ I looked into his smiling eyes. He did not even consider that I might be serious. He knew I would hate to be back in London, that I didn’t enjoy flying, that I had never spent a night of my daughter’s life away from her. And I would have hated it, but it was infinitely more appealing than the alternative.

‘I had a dream that we had dinner with Bill and Hillary Clinton,’ he said, changing the subject suddenly with transparent desperation. ‘That has to be a good omen, doesn’t it?’

‘Was Hillary going to run for president?’

‘Yes. That was why we were having dinner with them.’

‘If she was seeking our campaign advice, that’s probably a good omen.’

We were interrupted by Anne. She strolled across the road and sat on my other side.

‘So you’re off?’ she asked, looking at the lorry, which had paused at the Give Way sign at the end of the street, and was indicating right. Anne was a lovely woman, an artist who seemed to do ceaseless voluntary work. She was small and blonde and the corners of her mouth were always twitching into a smile.

‘Looks that way,’ Matt agreed.

I assumed my best cheerful look, for her benefit. ‘You will come and see us, won’t you?’ This had become my mantra, lately. I was desperate for friends to visit. The thought of familiar people coming to see us, of our life in France being a kind of extended holiday for friends and family, made it all seem bearable. I could imagine myself as a useful hostess.

‘Of course we will,’ she said warmly. ‘You lucky things. We adore France. We’ll be thinking of you out there in the sunshine.’

‘I’m sure you’ll have plenty of sun here, too,’ I told her, looking up at the deep blue of the sky. ‘You’ll have to let us know what the new people are like,’ I added. I was slightly jealous of the people who had bought my house. I didn’t want Anne and the other neighbours to like them better than they had liked us.

I kissed her goodbye.

‘Oooh, two cheeks,’ she said. ‘Très français!’

Matt shepherded me into our car, which he had filled to the brim with stuff, leaving only Alice’s car seat empty. I was grateful that he had done it all, that I did not have to go  back into the empty house. He dropped the keys through the letter box. I slammed the passenger door. Matt started the engine and looked at me. He raised his eyebrows, smiled, leaned over and kissed me. I did my best to look brave. I had no other option.

A few other neighbours came out as we pulled away, and we opened our windows and waved until we had turned the corner. We were going to stop at the nursery and pick Alice up, and then we were driving to Newhaven.

I swallowed hard and concentrated on thinking about the journey. I did my best not to consider what might await me at the end of it.




chapter two

A solitary tractor was sitting forlornly in the corner of a field, under a looming sky. It was the first vehicle we had seen in ten miles.

‘Look, Alice,’ I said, dully. ‘Tractor.’

Matt looked across at me as he changed gear, and smiled bravely. ‘Not quite the way we imagined it,’ he said. His laugh was short and forced. I sensed him watching me, anxious about my state of mind. He looked at the road, in the mirror, then quickly back to me. He wanted me to pull myself together and to tell him that this was a temporary blip, that everything would be fine.

I could not smile back. For once, I didn’t even pretend to be happy.

‘No,’ I told him. ‘It’s not.’

We were nearly at our house. Alice was demanding to see the tractor, but it was already far behind us. It was four o’clock in the afternoon, and it was almost dark. The clouds had been building during our mammoth drive. Now they  were black. The headlights were on. The storm was going to break at any moment.

We were driving past field after field. There didn’t seem to be anything growing in any of them, and the marooned tractor was the only sign of farming life. The clouds were descending. The landscape looked forlorn, barren, dead. There were no other cars on the roads. There were no leaves on the trees. Matt had promised me spring in the south of France. He had mentioned cherry blossom and sunshine and rosé on the terrace. The terrace did not exist, yet. Neither did the blossom. I would have preferred a cup of tea to a bottle of rosé, though I had little appetite for anything.

This was the road that led to our house. Our nearest town, St Paul, was behind us now. We were heading into deepest countryside, towards the tiny hamlet that was, somehow, our home.

‘Mummeeeeeee!’ called Alice from the back. ‘Mumm-EEEEE! Where’s the tractor?’

I turned round and looked at my little girl. She was frowning, bored and cross. Her brown hair was matted with the chocolate we had been giving her for the past two hours to keep her quiet. She was sitting next to boxes and bags filled with everything that was going to keep us going until the lorry arrived, sometime within the next week. Her books and toys were strewn on top of the bags. Alice fixed me with an intense stare, and restated her demands. ‘I want to see the tractor,’ she said forcefully. ‘Let’s go back to the boat. I want milk.’ She thought for a moment. ‘More chocolate,’ she added, for good measure.

Her hair had been cut before we left, so she had a perfectly straight bob with a blunt fringe. I had dressed her for the journey in my favourite of her outfits: a blue corduroy pinafore over a red top, with red tights and blue shoes. I had wanted her to look like an immaculate French child, but she was smeared with chocolate and covered in biscuit crumbs. I was going to have to wrap her in sweaters and a blanket to carry her into the house. I had bought into the idea of spring so completely that I hadn’t even brought her winter coat with us. It would arrive later, in the removal lorry.

‘Let’s look out for another tractor,’ I suggested. ‘Anyway, we’re nearly there.’ I tried to sound as if this were a good thing. ‘Nearly at our new house. When we get there we can explore.’

‘I want milk.’

‘Daddy will go to the shop and get some milk.’

‘Want milk now.’

Matt half turned. I could see from his face that he was feeling the strain of being the person solely responsible for this move. Although he had contributed nothing financially to the whole adventure, beyond paying for the removal, he still managed to be the Head of the Family, and he was very much in charge.

‘You can’t have milk now because you’ve drunk it all already,’ he said slowly and clearly. ‘Look, this is our road. First person to see our house gets a chocolate button.’

We turned a corner. Suddenly, it was before us: a stone house set apart from the rest of the hamlet. It was huge and closed, uninhabited for years. It loomed above us. In the steely half-light, it was forbidding and unwelcoming. The  façade was peeling. The shutters were closed. The creeper was dead.

Matt looked at me. I said nothing. He turned to Alice.

‘Well?’ he asked. ‘Can you see our house?’

She shook her head, confidently. ‘No.’

He stopped the car, turned the engine off, and pointed.

‘This one here. This is our house,’ he announced. Then he took a new packet of chocolate buttons from the ashtray, ripped it open, and poured its contents into his mouth. Brown saliva dribbled down his chin. As he chewed, he held his head in his hands.

I was steeling myself to leave the car, to take the first footsteps over the threshold of our new life, when the clouds burst. One moment the car, the house, the road were dry. Then, instantly, they were soaked. Matt opened his door, closed it again and looked at me, grinning nervously with his mouth but not his eyes. He knew I would smile back, because that was what I always did. I always put a brave face on things and made sure everyone else was all right.

I fell into line, and forced out a laugh.

‘OK,’ I said, affixing a smile. ‘It’s raining. Rain happens. It doesn’t matter.’

‘I want to get out of mine car seat!’ called Alice imperiously. I reached back and unclipped her straps, and she clambered across the handbrake onto Matt’s lap. Alice was unambiguously a daddy’s girl. It pained me, sometimes. They would go off into their own little world, share their own jokes, stroke each other’s faces. Matt spent so much time working, so many nights away from us, that his presence was the cause of endless excitement. I did everything  for Alice every day, and so I was as dull as wallpaper. I knew that it was my very constancy that made me less exciting. That was what I wanted, really. I wanted to be the kind of mother who could be taken for granted, who could instil a sense of security that would only be appreciated in retrospect. I would have been quite pleased, however, if I had been able, even occasionally, to provoke a fraction of the excitement and affection that Matt did.

Alice took the steering wheel and pretended to drive. Matt and I watched rain coursing down the windscreen. Everything outside was distorted. The water was coming down so heavily that the short run up the garden path was going to leave all three of us soaked. This didn’t matter. It was a detail. What mattered was that we would soon be in our new home, that we would make it warm and cosy, despite the lack of furniture, and that we would all get a hot bath. What mattered was that nobody was allowed to acknowledge that, so far, it was shaping up to be a disaster.

I took charge.

‘Right,’ I said, dredging up some brightness. ‘Right’ was a word I often used. It signalled no-nonsense, optimistic enthusiasm. A fresh start. I saw Matt’s features relaxing slightly. Emma was making everything all right, as usual.

The rain on the windscreen turned to hail. It bounced onto the glass and up again. The stones were large. This was not polite British hail. It was its more dramatic continental cousin.

‘Right,’ I said again. ‘We’re going to run for it. I’ll go first and unlock the door. You bring Alice. I’ll take a couple of bags. We can sort the rest out later.’

Matt looked at me. He was sheepish. He was, I knew, hoping that I wasn’t going to mention his fulsome promises of sunshine. No one is in a position to make promises about the weather, particularly not in February. I had allowed myself to believe that the sunshine was guaranteed because I had wanted to believe it.

‘It may be hailing,’ I told Matt and Alice stoically, ‘but it’s still the south of France. We’re still going to have more sunshine than England. Later in the year.’

‘I suppose this is Europe,’ Matt agreed glumly. ‘It’s not the Caribbean.’

‘And thank goodness it’s not,’ I told him. I hated sounding like a Girl Guide. It was, however, my default position. ‘All that sand getting everywhere. Having to watch Alice with the sea all day long. It would be terrible.’

We both looked out at the road and our overgrown front garden, both of which were covered with stones of ice.

‘Awful,’ Matt agreed. We looked at each other and laughed. ‘Come on then,’ he said, opening his door a crack. ‘Race you.’

We rushed to the front door. Hailstones pricked my cheeks and stung my eyes. I saw Alice burying her face in Matt’s shoulder. His arms enveloped her. She burrowed into him. As we ran into the wind, I felt a rush of love for them both. I shifted from one foot to the other while I struggled with the door. There were three huge wrought-iron keys on the ring, as well as seven smaller ones. The first big key I tried didn’t fit. The second fitted into the lock, but didn’t turn. As I fumbled with the third, a gust of wind almost lifted me off my feet. It blew a faceful of hail directly at me. Alice began to wail.

‘I don’t like it!’ she said. ‘I don’t like it I don’t like it I don’t like it. I WANT TO GO HOME.’

The key turned in the lock. I gave the door a hard shove with my shoulder, and Matt and I stepped inside. Matt pulled the door shut behind him.

It was colder indoors than out. It smelt musty, and the whole house was pitch black. I fumbled for a light switch. Nothing happened when I pressed it. The wind blew the front door wide open, and a pile of hailstones hit the cold tiled floor.

‘Um, this is home, darling,’ said Matt, stroking Alice’s hair.

In the gloomy half-light, our eyes met over her head. I looked away.

There was no electricity and the heating wasn’t working. The interior of the house was icy and it was impossible to stand still. We had corresponded with Electricité de France, and we had been told, by Marie, that there was plenty of fuel left in the heating tank. We opened a few sets of shutters, and rushed in and out of the house, unloading the car, while Alice stood in the hallway looking stunned. She was red-eyed and puffy-faced, and she was sobbing with intermittent, shocked gasps. The hail turned back into rain, but it showed no sign of abating.

We had brought with us everything we had imagined that we might be going to need before the lorry arrived. Thus we had a big blow-up mattress for the three of us, sleeping bags for us all, and a blanket. We had tea bags, and a few utensils. I checked that the gas rings were working – they were, by some oversight – and boiled water to make black tea. We had a torch, but no candles, so I tried to do everything that needed  to be done while there was still a small amount of what passed for daylight. Matt left Alice and me huddled together on the lilo, and set off for supplies. I made a nervous call to Electricité de France and hoped that I had succeeded in getting our power restored at some point in the future.

‘Come on,’ I said to a very confused Alice, forcing myself to keep up the jollity. The last thing I wanted was to face reality at that particular moment. ‘This is exciting, isn’t it? We’re camping inside a house.’

She frowned at me, cross and suspicious. ‘Why camping inside a house?’

‘Because we haven’t got our furniture yet, but it will come.’

‘Why haven’t got our furniture yet?’

‘Because it’s coming on the lorry. It should be here next week.’

‘Why should be here next week?’

‘Because that’s when the lorry will get here.’

‘Why that’s when the lorry will get here?’

‘It just is.’ All my conversations with Alice seemed to end with a firm ‘It just is’ on my part. Unfortunately, Alice did not always recognise it as final.

‘Why it just is?’ she continued.

‘Because. It. Just. Is. Now, shall we . . .’ I cast around quickly for an activity. ‘Shall we explore the house? This is our new house.’

She shook her head. ‘I want to go home to our real house. I want mine nursery rhyme CD.’

‘We haven’t got our CD player yet,’ I reminded her. ‘It’s coming on the lorry.’

‘Why it’s coming on the lorry?’

‘Come on, let’s have a look around.’

Alice and I held hands, and walked round our new home, opening it up. I opened so many shutters that my hair was soon drenched again. It hadn’t dried from the last time. I felt myself freezing to the bones.

We had first seen this house in October. It had been an Indian summer, and even to me, reluctant as I was to find a new home, it had been seductive. It was a big old farmhouse, and it had stayed wonderfully cool in the hot autumn. The floors were covered with old tiles. The plaster was crumbling from the walls. The house had belonged to an old woman who had died ten years before. Her children had finally agreed that they would sell it, and they had been delighted to find foreign buyers who were going to renovate it.

Matt had been in heaven from the moment we drove around that corner and laid eyes on the white house, with its terracotta tiled roof and the fig tree in the front garden. We had pulled up outside, with Ella, the estate agent. The fig tree was laden with fruit. Every window was open. The small front garden had been carefully tended, and the bushes, flowers and trees were tidy and pruned, with the odd late bloom. The air had smelt of pollen and warmth. The house was still partly furnished and, crucially, it had not looked as if it was going to need very much attention.

‘This is it,’ Ella had said, smiling at Matt’s rapt reaction. She was a sensible Swiss woman who knew exactly what Matt was looking for, and had led us directly to it. This was only the second house we had seen.

We stepped into the hall, which smelt old and atmospheric,  as old houses do, particularly in France. Alice looked to the end of the corridor, where the French windows had been open onto the back garden. She ran straight out to play on the grass before we had even said hello to Marie, the old lady’s daughter-in-law. Marie followed her out, and told us firmly that she was going to take care of Alice while we looked around.

‘Vous êtes chez vous,’ she called back to us, cheerfully.

‘We are, you know,’ Matt said softly. ‘We really could be.’

It had been lovely when the outside temperature was thirty-five degrees. Both of us had pictured Alice and future children running in and out of the house in bare feet and cotton dresses, brown legs exposed. I had seen myself tending the fruit trees, making jam, perhaps painting the odd watercolour while my brood were at school. I had imagined Matt sauntering in from the airport, changing directly into shorts and a T-shirt, and the two of us sharing some cold wine on the terrace we would lay outside, while Alice and her younger brothers and sisters climbed trees and played happily together, calling to each other in a mixture of French and English. I had, in October, compared that vision with our terraced house and handkerchief of garden in Brighton, and I had realised that I was not able to say no.

Now it was freezing outside, and below freezing indoors. A house that was cool in summer due to its thick stone walls, cold tiled floors and charmingly ill-fitting windows was, by definition, going to be arctic in winter. My breath appeared in front of me in clouds. What I could see of the garden outside through the sheets of rain was dead and  grim. It had all been folly. We had bought into an escapist dream that had been cunningly sold to us by television documentaries and glossy magazine features, and cemented by the fact that this area looked pretty in sunlight. Matt had bought into it and I had failed to resist in the face of his enthusiasm. Of course that dream had been based on nothing. Nobody could really leave their home and expect to step into Utopia. Life was not like that. If it had really been possible to find an idyllic new life just a few hundred miles from Britain, everyone would have been doing it. They were not. They were just watching it on telly and getting on with their lives. Everybody else was more sensible than us. We had been ridiculous. We were stupid. I knew that Matt would agree with me and hoped that within a month or so we would be able to reverse this ludicrous move and return home to Brighton, poor but wiser.

We went upstairs carefully, one step at a time, and shone the torch around. I didn’t bother to open the shutters up there because I knew I would only have to shut them all again when it got fully dark, and I knew that the view of the dead foliage outside would not have lightened the mood. There were relatively few shutters upstairs anyway, as there were no windows at all in the back of the house. The whole of the back façade was closed but for a single door, apparently because the wind and rain came from the west, and in the days before central heating, people liked to shut it all out. I could sympathise.

Alice ran ahead of me, and I angled the torch anxiously to light her way.

‘Mummy!’ she exclaimed in amazed delight. ‘It’s raining inside the house!’

She was jumping in a puddle that covered most of the upstairs landing. I forced a laugh. This was the first time she had sounded happy since we had driven off the ferry.

‘So it is, darling,’ I said with an enthusiasm whose irony was lost on my daughter. ‘It’s raining through a hole in the roof and a hole in the attic floor! We’d better see if we can find some pans to collect the water.’

It had obviously been ‘raining inside the house’ all winter. The beautiful oak floorboards in the upstairs hallway were discoloured and beginning to warp. The water had passed through the attic to get there. I dreaded to think what state the attic was in, above our heads. I vowed not to go up there. Matt could check the state of it. I ran downstairs, forbidding Alice to move, and grabbed all the old pots and pans that I could locate in the cupboard. When every drip I could find was landing sonorously in metal, I searched around for something to mop up the puddles with. All I could find was a dusty pink bedspread that was under the stairs. It didn’t soak up all the water, but it was better than nothing.

I hoped that the water was not going to come through the floorboards and make the hall ceiling collapse. There wasn’t very much I could do except attempt to tone Alice’s behaviour down.

‘Alice!’ I said sharply. ‘Please stop jumping. It’s dangerous.’

Alice glared at me, but she stopped without even asking why.

‘It’s mine turn,’ she said sullenly, and she took the torch and strode ahead of me into the main bedroom.

‘Careful!’ I cautioned her.

‘Mummy?’ she called a moment later, her voice serious. ‘What’s that?’

She was pointing the torch into a corner of our future bedroom, and looking intently at something. I rushed to her side. My heart sank.

‘It’s a mouse,’ I told her. It was, to be more accurate, the rotting corpse of a former mouse. It looked as if it had been there for some time. Parts of its entrails were on the floor next to it. Its glassy eyes stared at something past our heads.

Alice was transfixed. ‘Why’s it not squeaking? Eeee, eee,’ she said, encouragingly, to the body.

‘It’s . . .’ I hesitated. As usual, I could not bring myself to say the word.

I had long dreaded the day when Alice would become aware of the concept of death. I dreaded the string of whys that would have followed any truthful explanation of the state of the mouse. I wanted to protect her from the fear, from the creeping realisation that one day I would die, that Matt would die, that even she would die. I felt vehemently about protecting her. When I was barely older than she was, death had come into my life abruptly. My daughter was never going to suffer anything remotely similar. I wanted her childhood to be different from mine. I wanted her to be protected and cosseted by two adoring parents, for ever. I wanted hers to be a world without the possibility of abandonment. I wanted to preserve her assumption of universal immortality for as long as I possibly could.

I had always looked with curiosity upon those who had it easy. There had been plenty of them at school, girls and  boys who thought they were victims of cruelty because their parents would not let them go clubbing on school nights. They got ‘depressed’ about homework, were ‘traumatised’ by the break-up of silly teenage flings. Their world fell apart if they could not afford the right shoes for the party. I never considered myself depressed or traumatised, but I knew that these children were spoilt, secure, unbelievably lucky. I envied them, even without knowing exactly what was wrong with my own life. I never had a real boyfriend until I met Matt, just in case relationships really were as catastrophic and consuming as my classmates, and my sisters, made them appear. I had short-lived, half-hearted affairs instead. I never got involved.

Alice was going to be one of the lucky ones. Alice would never have to worry about anything worse than clothes. She would be ‘stressed’ over the choice between the Sorbonne and Oxford. She would go out with a spotty boy for a month and be devastated when they broke up.

She was never going to have to explain her family situation. She would never utter the wretched words ‘my dad’s girlfriend’ or ‘my mum’s new bloke’. I had always pitied the people who’d had to force their mouths round those phrases. In a way that would have been even worse than the explanation I had always had to give: ‘They’re not actually my parents, they’re my aunt and uncle. My mum died and I never had a dad.’ In the end I used to say that he was dead too. People respected me, as an orphan. It gave me cachet at school, and then, later on, it had somehow made me desirable. My father could be dead, for all I knew.

I knew that Alice would be even more secure if Matt and  I were married. He had hinted that he might find himself ready to bend his principles on that point once we were settled in France. I would love it. I would be properly happy if I had a ring on my finger and the promise of security for ever. Alice would love it.

‘This mouse is ill,’ I told her firmly. ‘We have to leave it alone. When it gets better it will run away.’

In the reflected light of the torch, I could not catch the exact look my daughter gave me, but I thought it could roughly be interpreted as, ‘yeah, right’. Thankfully, she did not press the point, although I knew she would come back to the subject later. We carried on exploring, to the point where we discovered that Marie had removed the entire contents of the ensuite bathroom: everything but the bidet was gone.

When Matt returned, we were playing with Alice’s dinosaurs. The living room was as cosy as an empty room with a tiled floor and no heating could be on a February evening. I had thought about building a fire in the grate but had been unable to face going to the garden to gather up wet wood that would only have smouldered and made everything smell smoky.

Alice and I were huddled together on the lilo, wrapped in a sleeping bag, and the dinosaurs were having a party. The mummy and daddy dinosaurs were drinking from my mug of black tea, and the Alice dinosaurs (all of the smaller ones were named Alice) were sharing their namesake’s glass of water.

A gust of cold air came in with Matt. I could smell the rain. He stood on the threshold and smiled broadly.

‘Hello, girls!’ he said loudly.

I looked at him. His hair was hanging down in rat’s tails. He looked different with it plastered to the sides of his face. It was darker like that. His coat looked heavy with water. Still, he was smiling.

‘Hello!’ I replied with self-conscious jollity.

‘Daddy!’ Alice ran over to him. ‘There’s a funny mouse. There isn’t a loo.’

Matt looked amused. ‘Is that the latest bulletin? There isn’t a loo? Please tell me you’re joking.’

‘There is downstairs,’ I told him. ‘But not upstairs. It seems to have vanished somewhere in the purchase proceedings. Along with the bath and the basin.’

‘And the bidet?’

‘No, they left the bidet.’

‘So we can wash our bums. That’s a relief.’

‘Isn’t it just?’

‘Just as well, then, that I stocked up on a sizeable quantity of local wine and a bottle of brandy.’

Matt hung his coat on the door and, in the absence of a towel, rubbed his hair with his hands. He gave off a spray of water, like a dog. We sat down on the lilo. It sank down so far that I could feel the cold of the floor against my buttocks. He unpacked his plastic bags with pride.

‘Dried pasta,’ he announced. ‘A jar of pesto sauce, beloved by the ladies in my life. A bag of grated Emmental. Six yogurts. Six small cartons of apple juice, with straws. Three bottles of hearty red wine. One bottle of rosé in case the sun ever comes out. A large amount of UHT milk, sadly all that was available. Voilà!’

He looked inordinately pleased. As ever, I joined in with his hearty appreciation of himself.

‘Well done!’ I said and leaned over to kiss his lips.

‘Well done, Daddy,’ echoed Alice. She put her arms round his neck and pulled him away from me, towards her. I left them to their hugs, and went to the gloomy, brown-tiled kitchen to prepare the pasta. I soon discovered that the worktop was at a height that would have suited a four-foot tall person, and the wall cupboards were high enough for a seven-foot basketball player. Their doors swung open at precisely the right height for me to bang my forehead on the corners.

An hour later, we got a fire going with the magazines I had brought with me as my going-away luxury. I crumpled up yesterday’s newspaper, which I had planned to keep as a historic memento of our last day as British residents, and added it to the pathetic flames. We had found two rickety chairs in the back of the house, so we burned the chairs and sat on the floor. Suddenly the fire was roaring. It might have been the varnish, or the glossy magazines.

Matt and I sat up and stared into the leaping flames, while Alice slept, curled in her sleeping bag at the head of the lilo. Every time I took a gulp of wine, he refilled my plastic cup. I had no idea how much I was drinking. Usually I knew exactly how much I had had, because getting drunk was one of the things I did not do. Today, even with a stomach full of pasta and pesto, I felt dangerously light-headed.

The fire had finally warmed the room. I looked around, at the plaster which had fallen off the walls and was lying  in heaps on the cracked tiles. At the floor tiles themselves, which were brown, cream and yellow checks. We were going to replace them with terracotta. We needed a new heating system, new electrics, new plumbing. This, I realised with a sinking heart, was an enormous project. When we had made the offer on the house, we had imagined ourselves cleaning it up, replastering some walls, and painting it all bright white. We had thought we might do it all for about ten thousand pounds. We were wrong.

I knocked back the contents of my cup, and Matt instantly leaned over with the wine bottle.

‘Are you getting me drunk?’ I asked him. We had been talking about everything except the huge truth that was staring at us. We chatted about details: about what we would do in the morning, whether Alice would get a place at the nursery class of the village school, when our furniture might arrive. We were both relentlessly and falsely optimistic; neither of us mentioned the fact that the house needed tearing down and rebuilding, nor that we had clearly made a gargantuan mistake. If I spoke about it, I felt that everything might tumble down.

‘It’s the least I can do,’ said Matt, downing his own wine. ‘You need it. We both do. Come on, drink up.’

I drunk up.

‘What’s the difference between having a drinking problem and being an alcoholic?’ I asked, for something to talk about. ‘I’ve always wondered. Is there a difference or is it a presentational thing?’

‘I think it goes like this,’ he said. ‘I have a drinking problem. You are an alcoholic.’

‘Or maybe I like a drink, you have a drinking problem, he is an alcoholic.’

Matt nodded. ‘I like a drink. You have a drinking problem. He is an alcoholic. We know how to party. You guys should give it a break. They are a bunch of no-hoper loser pissheads.’

I laughed. ‘That’s why English is a difficult language to learn. All those irregular conjugations.’

‘But sweetheart,’ he said, suddenly serious, ‘you don’t have a drinking problem. You are not an alcoholic. I realise I am stating the obvious. Getting a teeny bit pissed under these circumstances -’ he looked around with wide eyes – ‘is not going to make the sky come crashing down.’ We both looked anxiously at the ceiling. This seemed to be tempting fate most unwisely. I snuggled into his shoulder for protection. ‘I love you the way you are,’ he continued, once we had established that this particular disaster was not imminent, ‘but you can join me for more than two glasses of wine occasionally, specially now we’re out here. Christ, you probably wouldn’t even get drunk at your own wedding.’

I looked at him, trying not to smile. ‘What did you just say?’

He blushed slightly. ‘Nothing. Just a figure of speech.’

I let it go. His words, and the wine, had given me a warm glow. Matt and Alice were my entire world, and that was what mattered wherever we were. I decided that I could be fairly certain that Matt was coming round to the idea of marriage. He owed it to me. He owed it to Alice, who would be exquisite as a bridesmaid.

Matt, like me, had an unconventional background. He  had never said much to me about his parents. Although, as far as he knew, they were both still alive, he had not spoken to either of them for fourteen years. He did not like to talk about what had caused the rift between them and him, but he had told me that he had vowed long ago that he would never get married, both because of their disastrous union and because he would hate his absolute lack of a family to be as apparent as it would have been, at the ceremony. He had always told me that we did not need a piece of paper when we had each other, and that Alice was far more of a bond than a marriage certificate could ever be.

I knew that was true. Nonetheless, my family was unconventional as well, and I knew that he had enough friends to fill a few seats at a registry office. I had suggested a tiny ceremony with witnesses off the street, but he had turned me down.

Our strange family situations had bonded us in the first place, when we met in Brighton. We had recognised something in each other. Matt had never told me exactly what had happened between him and his parents and I had never told him more than the barest details about my mother.

‘Have you phoned Christa?’ he asked suddenly. ‘She’ll be frantic if you haven’t.’

‘She won’t be frantic.’

‘Ring her. She’ll blame me if you don’t.’

‘OK.’ I looked at him and smiled. ‘I’ll tell her it’s brilliant.’




chapter three

Hugh tried to work out exactly when he had started hating himself, and when he had stopped. With reflection, he could pinpoint the precise moment when it had started. Just over three years ago, two women had sat him down, separately, within the space of six weeks, and each one had told him that she was pregnant with his child. Both of them had been delighted. Both had looked at him expectantly, watching eagerly for his reaction. Both times he had composed himself quickly, made his mouth smile a little. Each time he had said the same thing:

‘But I thought we said we weren’t thinking about children yet?’

The first time it had been a terrible shock. He had hoped it might be a joke; then, when it wasn’t, he had prayed for a miscarriage. If Emma’s pregnancy had ended naturally, he would have taken the divine hint and sorted his life out. That had not happened. The second time had been worse. He had been psyching himself up to leave Jo, to regularise his affairs and settle down to his new responsibilities. When  Jo had made her announcement, he had hoped that perhaps she might have been lying, testing him. Jo liked games. But she wasn’t. Eight months later, his son had been born.

He had hated himself for a year or so. He had called himself weak, pathetic, unkind, unfair. He had known he was a bastard. His brother had been so horrified that he almost admired him. Nobody else knew. He acknowledged he was going to be found out one day, but after a year of waiting for it to happen, he had decided, unilaterally, to forgive himself. This was the way his life had turned out, and so, while it lasted, he was going to play along with it. He knew he was a coward, but he had told himself so many times that this was the only way to keep everybody happy that he almost believed he was doing the right thing.

There had been several scares. A few times he had been so close to being found out that he could still barely believe he was getting away with it. Once he had been walking on Hampstead Heath with two-month-old Olly in the sling when he had spotted Emma’s battleaxe of an aunt out walking with her moronic husband. He had ducked out of the way and, astonishingly, they hadn’t seen him. At least, he assumed they hadn’t. Several times Jo had offered to meet him ‘at the airport’, when, in fact, he had only come up from Brighton. A couple of times he had got off the train at Gatwick and rushed into the airport, picked up some perfume and chocolate, and milled around looking for her. The worst of all, however, had been Jo’s sudden announcement that they had to move to Brighton. That was what had prompted the shift to France. She had set her heart on leaving London and opening a second gallery on the south  coast. Hugh had almost instantly got Emma to put her house on the market. Then one of Jo’s artists had given Jo the house listings magazine, and she had, inevitably, honed in on Emma’s place. She had drawn a firm ring round it, and asked him to go and look at it with her. He had wriggled out of it by pretending to phone the estate agent and pretending that he’d been told it was under offer, but that had been the moment when he had known he was on borrowed time.

His unusual situation no longer shocked him. From time to time he saw cover lines on women’s magazines, and sometimes he smiled to himself. ‘My love-rat husband had secret family.’ He sometimes picked up a magazine and flicked through the article in question, finding some perverse solidarity with a fellow bastard. Those magazines would have loved his story. At least he knew that, if he ever did get found out, neither woman would ever consider making his behaviour public. They had more dignity than that.
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