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chapter one

Susie

Les Landes, France

 



January

It was cold, in the south of France, in January. In winter, nobody wanted to visit me. The last visit was always in October; the first was at the end of March. Even though everybody said, on the phone and in emails, throughout the winter, ‘I bet the weather’s better where you are!’ they must have known, really. Otherwise they would have come.

This particular afternoon, the winter was as bad as it got. I would rather have been in Wales. The wind was howling outside my painting shed. The sky was low and grey, and the rain was imminent. Worst of all, it was cold, and my shed had wooden walls and nothing remotely resembling insulation. I was painting an urgent commission, with two electric heaters beside me. I was wearing a tweed dress, thick woollen tights, two sweaters, a scarf, a pair of beaded slippers and a  woolly hat. Yet I could still feel the cold of the tiled floor on the soles of my feet, even when I was standing on a rug, and I still shivered as I worked.

It was ridiculous. I was going to move my studio indoors. The shed was romantic and shambolic and sweet, but it was not practical, not today. I remembered a builder, a couple of summers ago, suggesting that he might line the walls of this old chicken shed with insulating plasterboard to keep me warm while I worked. I remembered myself refusing, telling him that I wanted it to be like a beach shack. I vaguely recalled the look he had exchanged with a colleague. He had been right. I was wrong.

I smiled at myself. We had a whole house, absurdly large for the two of us, and yet I spent my days shivering outside, and Roman spent his time in the attic, or out. The house stood as empty as a holiday home, until we convened in the kitchen for meals.

My mind wandered, aimlessly, mulling over the cold and the likelihood of rain, and the commission I was painting, until it stumbled upon the plan. While I thought, I applied myself to the canvas, which had to be finished by Friday afternoon at the very, very latest. One moment I was trying out the colour for an electric-blue sky. Then, suddenly, I was planning. It was as if the idea had always been there, had probably been there for years and years, but I had never before managed to face it.

On the surface, it was trivial. Everyone had school reunions, from time to time. Catching up with old friends was the least remarkable of impulses. Yet this was a dark  idea, with the potential to change everything. It had the potential to ruin my life, or to make it better. It was an open-ended thing.

I heard Tamsin’s voice in my head, years ago, in a pub far away.

‘Why don’t we meet up,’ she had said, ‘when we’re really old? When we’re, I don’t know, thirty-two.’ I heard the echoes of our laughter as we had imagined ourselves at such a grand age. I pictured Tamsin, clearly, with her long unbrushed hair and her idealistic pale face. I hadn’t thought about Tamsin for years. At the same time, awareness of Tamsin had shaped my life.

I hugged myself, and turned both heaters up to their highest settings.

 



‘It’s mainly about showing off,’ I told Roman, over lunch. ‘You know. This place is finally looking good. I’m sure my schoolfriends will want to see it.’

I smiled around the dining room. There was a fireplace, with a fire made up for the evening. The high ceiling was supported by original oak beams. The walls were rough, whitewashed. Everything about our house was a cliché incarnate. We even had garlic hanging on the kitchen walls. It was good to show off. People liked staying with us.

Roman smiled, his teeth even and white. My smile widened. Roman and I had been together for four years, and, to my slight surprise, we didn’t seem to be getting tired of each other. I loved the fact that it was just the two of us for half the year. I loved the fact that we both worked at  home. Roman was half French. I would not have been here without him. He took care of all the social niceties for me, because my mastery of the language was rubbish, and I was secretly shy.

‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Schedule them in. Who are they? Have I heard of them?’ He frowned. ‘Met them?’

I shook my head. ‘Life moved on pretty soon after we left school.’ I said it as lightly as I could, trying to make it all sound normal. ‘We were close at school, the four of us. Amanda was my best mate, my partner in crime. She was tall and blonde and skinny.’ I smiled at a memory of the lengths Amanda had gone to to keep herself unhealthily thin. ‘Isabelle was beautiful. She had amazing long auburn hair. She was the prettiest girl in the school, and the most stylish, too. Jackie used to have a crush on her.’

Roman laughed. ‘Your sister had a crush on a girl? Remind me to take the piss next time she rings.’

‘Oh, I’m sure you’ll remember. Everyone had a crush on Izzy. And then there was Tamsin. She was . . .’ I swallowed, and made myself carry on. ‘Into politics. She was funny. She was living in Australia, last I heard.’ Again, I pictured Tamsin. I pictured her, almost the last time I had seen her, looking awkward in a black dress that didn’t suit her, wearing some garish make-up, with her hair in a bun.

‘And you expect her to fly over from Australia? For a weekend?’ Roman raised his eyebrows.

I shrugged. I fully expected her not to. That was my get-out clause. If Amanda and Isabelle came to stay, we would  be able to have a lovely weekend together. We would know that I had invited Tamsin, that I had done my best to make amends.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘I’ll ask. You never know.’

Roman nodded, and finished his soup. He looked perfect here. His mother was French, his father English. He looked French. His dark hair was longer than usual, at the moment, and I liked the shaggy look. He needed to shave. He was wearing a red jumper, which suited his dark colouring. As usual, I couldn’t believe how lucky I had been to find him. I had kissed a lot of frogs along the way.

I was glad that Roman didn’t have a job. It meant I got to have him near me all the time, to eat lunch with him every day. He was happy dabbling in whatever caught his fancy. He was devoted to snowboarding, and surfing and climbing, as well as to eating well, drinking good wine, and relaxing. He was good for me.

‘Not Alissa?’ he asked, pleased with himself for remembering someone’s name. ‘Isn’t she your schoolfriend?’

I shook my head. ‘We got closer after school. These are a different crowd.’

Roman was bored by now. ‘Can I go boarding in the morning?’

‘You don’t have to ask!’ I told him, tying my thick hair into a knot. It was black and shiny, and people sometimes told me I looked like Catherine Zeta Jones. I loved it when that happened, although I always brushed the compliments away. ‘Of course you can. Do what you like.’ I stood up and took his bowl.

‘You could come. Conditions look perfect. Waist-high powder.’

‘Can’t. Deadline.’

‘Deadline, plus too cold and too wet?’

‘You know I like my exercise safe and warm.’ I sighed. ‘Warm. Remember that?’

‘But it’s romantic to be on a mountainside in virgin snow with the man you love.’

‘It’s not romantic when your bum’s so covered in bruises you can’t sit down. Thanks all the same, though.’ I thought about it. ‘I’ll come next time. Sometimes it’s worth it just because I appreciate it so much when it’s over.’

 



I took a cup of strong white coffee back out to the shed, to warm me. The wind whipped my cheeks as I crossed the corner of the lawn to get there. There were no birds. Even the grass looked cold. The garden here was too big for us, really. This was the only corner I used, in the winter. The rest of it was wasted for half the year. I stopped, nipped by the freezing wind, and stared down at the back of the garden, trying to make out whether the digger was moving. Supposedly, there was a pool under construction, back there beyond the trees. As long as it was ready when spring arrived, I didn’t care whether the workers were knocking off at lunchtime, particularly not on days like this.

The clouds were blacker than they had been earlier. It was definitely about to rain.

The wind slammed the door with a loud bang behind me, and even though I knew it was about to happen, it made  me jump and spill a few drops of coffee on my dress. Paintbrushes clattered in their jar, and the easel rocked slightly. I straightened it with a hand and stared at the painting as I exchanged furry boots for slippers, and pulled my hat down over my ears.

I got back down to work, and tried not to think about my friends. My job, today, involved copying a postcard onto a canvas. This might not have constituted art in its purest form, but it worked for me, for the moment. What I did was, increasingly, a craft, or even a trade, although I would not have admitted that to anyone except for Roman. This particular masterpiece was going to need a huge investment of time and effort if I was going to finish it by Friday. The client was sending a courier on Friday morning, and he needed to present the painting to his wife on their wedding anniversary on Sunday. The pressure was on.

I picked up the postcard. There was a blue sky, a stone village clinging prettily to some hilltop, and the odd splash of green grass. I would add some bright flowers to the grass and make the track slightly less dusty and more verdant. I looked at the back of it, to remind myself of where it was that I was painting. Gordes, in Provence. The other side of southern France from here.

I sat on my chaise longue, which was below the window, and winced at the draught. This was my favourite item of furniture. It was more of a day bed than a true chaise longue. It was high off the ground, and piled up with pale green cushions, and it was made from walnut wood, with elegant curves at each end. I was always careful with my coffee when  I sat on it, and today I wiped the drips from the cup with tissue paper, just in case. My pinboard was on the white wall opposite me, and I stared at the photo of the woman, and then at my canvas, and then at the postcard in my hand. I tried to work out exactly where I would place her.

The woman was to go somewhere in the foreground, at my discretion. This was her reward for staying married to my patron, Neil, for ten years. Her photograph had been on my pinboard for weeks. I fetched it from my board, and hopped back onto the bed. She was thin and blonde, aged about forty. I generally painted brightly coloured landscapes with blue skies and green grass and red and purple flowers. If there were people involved, they were languid, elegant women, ripped off shamelessly from Modigliani (although mine were clothed). This woman, I decided, could easily be transformed into one of my trademark ladies.

I would sit her on a wall. I got up, carefully put my half-drunk coffee on the table, and started sketching her in. There was a low wall in the foreground. She could perch on it, knees up by her chin, or legs crossed, and gaze wistfully out of the frame. I would let some of her hair curl around her face. Her eyes would be almond shaped, her head tilted slightly to one side. It was working. I knew I had to concentrate on this, and not allow myself to drift off into memories of my Cardiff schooldays.

I would write to Amanda at the most recent address I had for her, in south London. I could get my parents to find out where Izzy lived, from her parents, who still lived in Dinas Powys. I was fairly sure Izzy was still in London, because she  worked in publishing and publishing was probably all in London. As for Tamsin, I would send her letter to Penarth, to her father’s address, and write a note on the envelope asking him to forward it.

There. It was settled. I turned my attentions back to the woman. I wondered whether she would be surprised to receive an oil painting of herself on holiday for her wedding anniversary. I wondered why Neil hadn’t wanted himself in it too. He could have had his arm draped over her shoulders. That would have been a more romantic anniversary present. Would anyone really want a portrait of themselves, painted by someone they had never met?

And would Roman ever go to lengths like this on my behalf?




chapter two

Amanda

Clapham, London

 



February

The school run was bugging Amanda. It was really, seriously bugging her. If the roads weren’t so full of bloody mothers, each carrying one tiny child in an enormous SUV, then she might actually be able to get Jake and Freya to school without having to allow forty-five minutes to drive less than two bloody miles. She let out a small scream of frustration and knocked her head against the steering wheel.

‘Are you all right, Mummy?’ Freya sounded nervous. Amanda raised her head and shook it.

‘Fine,’ she said sharply.

‘Mum,’ said Jake. ‘We could get out here and walk. It’ll probably be quicker.’

Amanda looked at the road ahead of her. The traffic was inching along. It was moving quite quickly in the other  direction. She could see those drivers laughing at her. She knew they were enjoying her misfortune. She did her best to glare at them all, as they sailed by in their Mitsubishi Shoguns and their jeeps but she kept missing eye contact.

‘Of course you can’t walk,’ she snapped. ‘It looks like rain, and besides that, anything could happen to you.’

‘We’d be fine,’ Freya said. She sounded almost wistful. ‘We could actually walk all the way. Every day. You could walk with us. It would be . . .’ She tailed off as Amanda turned in her seat and silenced her with a look.

‘. . . quicker,’ finished Jake, bravely.

‘Fun,’ added Freya, almost in a whisper.

The two blond children looked at each other, counting down the seconds. On cue, Amanda exploded.

‘Do you think I do this for fun?’ she demanded. ‘Do you? Do you think I sit here in this bloody car, eating up our money on petrol, polluting the planet, sitting in this bloody traffic, twice a day, crawling through bloody south London, for fun? No, children, you cannot walk to school. The streets are full of all sorts of perverts and drunks. Freya, you are seven years old. Jake, you are eight. In the car you’re safe. My job is to keep you safe. I am your mother and I am in charge, and please, both of you, stop showering me with bloody stupid ungrateful suggestions and sit there quietly. You must have some homework to be getting on with or something.’

‘Sorry, Mum,’ said Freya.

‘Sorry, Mum,’ said Jake. Neither of them responded to the part about the homework, because they knew, from experience, that it was a trick.

Luckily, the boys’ school and the girls’ school were within two blocks of each other. First Jake was out, swinging his bag onto his shoulder with a cheery, ‘Bye, Mum! Bye, Frey!’ Then Amanda double-parked in a side street and took Freya to the school door, to be sure she was not abducted or otherwise interfered with during her twenty-second walk. She kissed her, and raced a traffic warden back to the Range Rover. As Amanda clicked the doors open with her key, the warden looked at her and raised his finger above his electronic keypad. She forced herself to smile. He moved to where he could see her number plate. She ran over to him. He stroked his digital camera.

‘Sorry,’ she said, brightly. ‘Just taking my daughter to the classroom. You can’t be too careful, can you, these days?’

‘Double-parked, madam,’ he said, avoiding eye contact. ‘Oh, just bugger off and I’ll turn a blind eye.’

‘Thanks,’ she said, tersely. She pulled up the collar of her pale pink fleece, and drove off. This bloody city, she thought, as she drove home in a quarter of the time it had taken her to get there. Every single day. There is no let-up.


And there wasn’t. Every weekday morning she drove the children to school. Every afternoon she went through the same purgatory to pick them up, but in the afternoons it was generally worse because, depending on the day, there was ballet, orchestra, judo, or drama to accommodate. On Thursdays they both had after-school activities and she was able to pick them up, in one go, at five. That was her best day. On Monday she had to take Freya to ballet straight after school, drive back to Jake’s school, wait in the car for half  an hour, pick him up from his trombone lesson, drive back as fast as she could, which was not as fast as she would have liked, to fetch Freya from ballet, and then drop Jake at judo on the way home, except that it wasn’t on the way at all, take Freya home and make her do her piano practice and homework, then take her back out in the car to collect Jake at half six. That was her worst day. It was Monday today. Weekends were just as bad, because Patrick was home, the children still had activities, and there were a thousand other things to factor in.

When she got in, Amanda punched the code into the burglar alarm and paused for a moment, as the nasty beeping stopped, to savour the silence. There was always something special about her first minute home alone. She picked up the post from the doormat and unlaced her trainers. She kicked them off and skidded along the parquet floor to the kitchen in her socked feet. She caught herself looking critically at the kitchen again. She had redone it last year but now she was beginning to hate it. What had seemed like a perfect, subtle, dusty pink now looked, frankly, peach. Every time she thought about this, she became furious. She should have gone for the wood and chrome. Patrick had been no bloody use. He had made it plain that nothing could have interested him less.

‘You choose,’ he had said, ruffling her hair. ‘It’s the kind of thing you do best. Not me.’ He still managed to forget that he was not allowed to ruffle her hair, that every strand was where it was for a reason. It drove her insane.

The kitchen was big and it had French windows leading  out to the back garden. It was quite a triumph to own a back garden in this part of London but she didn’t care any more. All it meant was a hefty monthly cheque to some boy of a gardener who wasn’t even nice to look at. The kitchen, including brand-new French windows, had cost Patrick a fortune. It had cost her several weeks of five o’clock starts, when she woke up tossing, turning and stressing about everything. When this happened, Amanda had learned, she was not going back to sleep. She needed to get up, have a shower in the downstairs bathroom to avoid waking Patrick, and make herself a cup of tea. She needed to take a marker pen and Freya’s whiteboard, and she needed to write it all down. Sometimes when she saw her problems in front of her, they melted away. At other times, her subconscious ambushed her, and she was horrified at what came out. She would scrub the board clean again and again, paranoid that Freya would decipher what had been there.

She put the kettle on and thought about biscuits. She made her tea and thought about biscuits. She opened her Visa bill, and a bill from the gardening service, and three Caribbean holiday brochures, and decided that she was allowed one biscuit. She sat on a high bar stool with her tea and ate a chocolate digestive. She opened the hand-written letter from France, which she had been saving for last, and read it in astonishment. 






Dear Amanda,

An invitation!

Remember how we always said we’d have a reunion when we were 32? Well, that day has arrived, as you know. And I am taking the liberty of changing the venue.

You, Isabelle and Tamsin, plus husbands, partners and children, are invited for a long weekend, and a huge amount of catching up. I can offer food, wine, champagne (even Southern Comfort if that’s still your tipple of choice!), plus a big garden, and a swimming pool. I’m suggesting the first weekend in August, maybe making it Friday till Monday, but if anyone can’t make it then we can rearrange.

I look forward to hearing from you!

Masses of love,

Susie



 



Amanda found herself smiling, which was a rare event these days. The four of them had been inseparable at school, a tight-knit clique which had disintegrated abruptly before they left. She had never imagined rekindling those friendships. Too much had happened.

She ate two more digestives as she thought about Susie’s offer. She had missed Susie and Isabelle, and she knew she would go. She would take Patrick and the kids. It would be a family mini break and it would do them all good. She would be able to show off her model family.

She crammed another biscuit into her mouth and wondered what Susie was like these days. Rich, obviously,  and keen to show it off. Horribly successful with her cute little pictures.

Susie and Amanda had once made a formidable pairing. Suzii (as she had then styled herself) had been small, dark and curvaceous. She looked Italian though she was a Londoner by birth and lived in Wales. Amanda had always been tall and blonde, and they had both been paranoid about their weight, their hips, their thighs. They had encouraged each other in crash diets. They had competed to see who could eat the least for the longest, and then, together, they would slip out of school in the afternoon, buy a carrier bag full of chocolate, and sit on a bench in Roath Park and eat it methodically. Amanda was sure Suzii had made herself sick afterwards. She knew that she had, without fail.

She remembered a couple of times when the school had ill-advisedly encouraged pupils to do a sponsored famine for Oxfam. They were all supposed to fast for twenty-four hours and to collect sponsor money for doing it. Amanda remembered how they had laughed and called it sponsored anorexia; remembered that they could not believe their luck.

She tried to convince herself that her attitude to food was healthier now than it had been then. She pictured Suzii, in the sixth form, when they had no uniform. Her black hair was always spiked up on top, and longer at the back, touching her shoulders. She usually wore skin-tight jeans to school, with a paisley shirt which signified non-conformism. Amanda had stuck to Benetton. She used to like big blocks of navy, yellow, pink. Occasionally she would wear jeans and a rugby shirt. Back then, her blond hair had been much longer, and  she had forced a side parting as close to her ear as possible, so she could flick her hair across her face, and brush it back with her fingers.

Lodwell’s was a private girls’ school. To an outsider, it seemed like a ‘nice’ place to get a privileged education. Parents looked around and agreed that it would be a lovely environment for their daughters. The headmistress, Miss Higgins, had lived within the school building, with her dog Amber, and had (wilfully, Amanda assumed) overlooked the ferocious reality of her empire in favour of pretending to live in a fifties girls’ school. The parameters that defined ‘a nice school for girls’ were all there. There was a morning assembly (in Welsh on Fridays), which was called ‘Prayers’. Hymns were sung, prayers were said (the Lord’s prayer, the Blessing, even the School Prayer). Notices were read about sports matches and drama clubs. Each morning a prefect prepared the assembly hall by opening the high windows, checking that the flowers on the desk were fresh, and pouring Miss Higgins a glass of water. The girls would troop in, in alphabetical order within their forms, and would stand in neat rows, the younger ones in pleated grey tunics and green and white striped shirts. In summer they had actually been forced to wear boaters.

Amanda could scarcely believe it, looking back. She tried to imagine Freya’s reaction if she were told she was going to have to wear a boater to school. She smiled.

Lodwell’s had provided school plays, two orchestras, hockey teams, an annual prize-giving. It ticked all the boxes. There was even a dreary school song which, Amanda was  pleased to discover, she had forgotten. And the prim and proper façade had masked what really went on. Lodwell’s School had been a hotbed of underage smoking, drinking and sex. Amanda could think of six girls in their year who had had abortions, and that was just the ones she knew about. Fiona Bignold - Fiona Bignose - had had a nose job, and the school happily accepted the note, allegedly from her mother, which explained that she had fallen downstairs and suffered some bruising. Everybody smoked. Fag ends floated in the sixth-form loos. Girls went to lessons reeking of stale smoke, filling classrooms with the stench, and their teachers pretended not to notice. Peer pressure had forced Amanda to start smoking at the age of fifteen, and it had been a bugger to give up when she got pregnant with Jakey.

She, Amanda Castleton, as she had then been, had had her first sexual experience with a builder who had been working on the new junior block. It had involved lager, crisps, a van, and a level of passion and abandon, undiminished eighteen months later, that she had never experienced since, and would never know again.

She smiled and reached for the biscuits. She had never shared that story with Patrick, and she never planned to. As far as he knew, he was her first, her last, her only.

Tough little Suzii had been a godsend in that harsh environment. She was streetwise, probably because of growing up in London, and she had taken no crap from anybody. She had not let Amanda or Izzy be picked on, either (Tamsin was able to look after herself).

Isabelle had always been the glamorous one among the  four of them. She was a Pre-Raphaelite painting brought to life. She drifted around in long skirts and flowery blouses, teamed with Doc Marten boots. Her hair was long and auburn, and her skin was clear and creamy. She was always on her way to orchestra practice, with her clarinet, trailing a crowd of hangers-on from the music department in her wake.

Izzy was far too sensible to diet. She had never understood Amanda and Suzii’s shared obsession with junk food. She would stop eating when she felt full, and she would usually turn down chocolate on the grounds that she ‘didn’t really like it’. She was always being asked out, and she had an impressive, but not sluttish, turnover of boyfriends. She had conducted a leisurely search for her Prince Charming, and, as Amanda recalled, had enjoyed herself immensely along the way. Looking back, Amanda wondered why she had never hated Izzy. It had never occurred to her, before.

Izzy was a dreamer. Amanda was forever laughing at her for doodling wedding dresses in her notebooks, usually accompanied by a hypothetical married name. ‘Isabelle James,’ she would write. ‘Isabelle Williams. Isabelle Jenkins.’ She would scribble them, sometimes. ‘I’m practising signing cheques,’ she explained.

Amanda tried to imagine Izzy now. She was married, of course. That had been a foregone conclusion. Amanda and Patrick had been to her wedding to Martin, a tall and handsome charmer quite a bit older than Izzy. Izzy had been breathtaking in her wedding dress. Amanda tried to imagine them now, a devoted married couple. She hoped the  institution of marriage was more fulfilling for Isabelle than it currently was for her. Isabelle was bound to have some children by now. She pictured a brace of mini Isabelles, with flowing hair and Monsoon dresses. Izzy would have given them romantic names. Raffaella and India. Something along those lines.

She looked at the invitation again. It was going to be interesting to catch up.

The name ‘Tamsin’ ambushed her, circumventing her attempts to ignore it. Tamsin lived on the other side of the world. She wouldn’t come. Susie was only inviting her for show.

Tamsin had been thin, angular, and opinionated. Amanda had liked her, but had always been wary of her, even back then. She knew that she and Tamsin were at opposite ends of the group of friends. Amanda was close to Suzii, who was friends with Izzy, who was best mates with Tamsin. Amanda and Tamsin had never been as close as all the rest of them. Sometimes she would try to persuade Tamsin to dye her mousy hair, or to have it cut into some sort of style, but Tamsin just laughed. Tamsin had always been different and Amanda, who had never been interested in politics, and who could never make herself care as much as she should have about apartheid and starving babies, tended to edge away from her.

That was then. Now she had the urge not to edge away so much as to run as fast as she could in the opposite direction. But Tamsin was as far away as could be, and that was as it should be.

Amanda allowed herself to remember Mrs Grey, Tamsin’s mother, for an instant. Mrs Grey had been as easygoing as her daughter was difficult. She had always worn an amused little half smile. She had been most people’s favourite teacher. Tamsin had never known whether she was more mortified that her mother was the careers adviser and French teacher, or because her mother had better social skills than she did.

Amanda knew that she had been wildly jealous of Tamsin, and that nothing would ever have made her say so. Tamsin had been blessed with the gift of not caring in the least what anyone thought of her. She was unashamedly aloof from the rest of the girls at school, engaging them only to argue about politics. She used to dress in embroidered skirts with little mirrors on them, and men’s grey macs she picked up at the indoor market. She and Izzy would laugh as they hypothesised about the guy who had died in the mac, the pervert who stood on street corners feeling his balls through his pocket.

Of course Tamsin would decline Susie’s invitation. Amanda decided she might as well finish the biscuits before going to the gym.




chapter three

Susie

Paris

 



March

I loved to get a fix of shops and cars and apartment blocks and people from time to time. As soon as I set foot in Paris or London, I sparked up. I felt parts of me coming to life, parts that I had not realised were dormant. Country life was good. It was what I needed, to get my work done. But the city made me feel whole.

It was, I decided, as I took the steps up from the Metro at rue du Bac, because I had grown up in London. Until I was fourteen, when my father’s job whisked us to Cardiff, I had never contemplated anywhere but London. It had never occurred to me that anybody might want to live anywhere else. And even now, there was something about the city - any city, the bigger the better - that made me feel I had come home. In fact, I had never said it to anyone, but I was  often happiest when I was in my little flat in London. There, I could wander from bedroom to tiny kitchen to minuscule bathroom to sitting room, without feeling guilty about dusty neglected rooms waiting to be inhabited. I was glad we were in the countryside, but as the months and years went by, I felt more and more certain that we were not there for ever.

Paris in the spring was a cliché, but it had become one for a reason. The spring air smelled of bread and exhaust and budding leaves. The people were as good-looking and well-dressed as anybody would expect. There was a warm breeze. I took off my cardigan and slung it over my handbag. I was here for a few days, shopping for art supplies at Sennelier’s, going to a few meetings at the gallery, and hoping to carve out an hour or two somewhere to start assembling my summer wardrobe. The summer visitor season was about to start, back at home. We were booked up with guests for most of the summer, and I was itching to socialise. Roman managed our winter social life, and he enjoyed it a lot more than I did. I could never find the confidence to say what I wanted to say, in French. It was a huge failing on my part. I was forever catching up with conversations just as they moved on.

The reunion was working out exactly as I had hoped. Izzy and Amanda had replied to my invitation straightaway, enthusiastically. I was itching to see them both again, to catch up. There had been nothing from Tamsin. I knew it would take a while for the letter to reach Australia, but it had been two months now, and I could safely assume she wasn’t coming. Nobody in their right mind would fly round the world for  two nights. I felt hugely relieved. It would be odd to see my friends. We had not so much drifted apart as agreed, without ever talking about it, to drop each other. It had seemed the only thing to do, but now we were thirty-two, and it was time.

Three hours before my train home to Dax, I rushed into the gallery and flung my things down.

‘Hi,’ I said, speaking English and, for once, not caring.

‘Susanna,’ said Marc, with a sunny smile. He went into French. ‘You look tired. Sit down. Coffee?’

I nodded. ‘Mmm, coffee. Yes please.’

‘Everything’s great, as ever,’ he said. ‘Selling faster than you can supply them. And there’s a couple more commissions. Remember a guy you did a painting for in January? With a woman in it?’ I nodded. It had been a rush to finish that one in time. ‘Well, he liked it so much that he wants you to do something else for him. With his wife in it, again.’

‘Great. When and what?’

‘He’ll call you himself, if that’s OK. He’s got your studio number from last time. That all right?’

‘Of course. His wife liked the present, then?’

‘I guess.’ Marc disappeared to find the coffee, and I leaned back in my designer chair, which was less than comfortable, and looked at the walls. They were not, naturally, my exclusive domain, but I was happy to see a lot of my work up there. They displayed them perfectly here. The walls were almost aggressively white, and they set off my blue skies and turquoise seas to perfection.

My mobile rang. I looked around, but Marc was still off  making coffee, and the place was deserted. I answered the phone, turning towards the wall, and speaking quietly. I hated ostentatious mobile use.

‘Hello?’ I said.

There was a crackle. Then the line calmed down. ‘Hello?’ It was a woman. I recognised her voice instantly, but I pretended not to, because I didn’t want it to be her. ‘Hello?’ she said, again. ‘Is that Susie?’

‘Yes it is,’ I answered crisply.

‘Hi! Susie, it’s Tamsin. Calling from Australia!’

‘Tamsin!’ I said, hoping I sounded suitably enthused. This was ridiculous. I had got in touch with her, not the other way round. ‘Tamsin, wow. It’s amazing to hear your voice.’ I remembered the last time I had heard her voice, how distant she had sounded, even though she had been right in front of me. ‘How are you?’

‘I’m good,’ she said. She had picked up a slight Australian accent. ‘Susie, I’ve just received your letter. I was in New Zealand for a while. It’s so great to hear from you. Is it too late to say yes?’

‘Of course it isn’t,’ I told her firmly. ‘Are you serious? You’re coming all that way?’ I thought about it. ‘Would you like to stay longer?’ I asked politely.

Tamsin laughed. ‘It works out perfectly.’ I still couldn’t believe that this was actually Tamsin, that she still existed, and that I had the gall to speak to her. ‘You know, my dad’s getting remarried? At last. To a lady called Val? She’s a lovely lady. I mean, I’ve only met her a couple of times. But he’s happy. It feels a bit . . .’ She pulled herself together, audibly.  ‘So the thing is, I’m coming over anyway this summer. I’ll fiddle the flights around a little bit. No problem. Are the others coming?’ She laughed. ‘This is going to be so weird.’

‘Mmm. Yes, they are. The four of us will be reunited. How’s Australia, anyway? What do you do?’

‘I run a bar. It’s a bar at night, a café in the day. By the beach? How about you, Susie? What do you do, out there in France?’

Marc appeared, with my coffee. I waved at him, trying to indicate that I would only be a second. He smiled, put my coffee down on the arm of my chair, and wandered away.

‘Erm.’ I had, vainly, assumed that everybody knew I was a painter. I was the most commercial type of painter in the world. I was always finding my stuff on greetings cards. ‘I paint. Pictures. Actually, Tamsin, I’m going to have to go. I’m just at an appointment right now.’

 



It was getting dark by the time I reached the Gare d’Austerlitz. I pulled my long coat tightly around myself and sought out the platform I needed. I had three bags full of art materials, a few clothes, some shoes, and a good haul of new make-up. The bags were pulling on my shoulders, but I could not find the energy to find a trolley and a euro. I lugged it all to my train, and stowed everything away, and sat by the window to read.

I couldn’t concentrate. There was something magical about sitting on a sparsely populated train, in a Parisian station, waiting to be whisked south to arrive home in the early hours of the morning. Outside the window, the station’s lights were  bright, and they made the darkening sky look black by contrast. Paris was sitting out there, under the fat moon. Most of France was about to flash past the window.

I decided to cancel the reunion. It would be rude, but that didn’t matter, because Amanda and Isabelle and Tamsin were no longer a part of my life. If I offended them, it would not change anything.

We had diverged. Isabelle had written an enthusiastic letter in response to my invitation. She lived in Cardiff again now, in Pontcanna, and she was separated from her husband, which was surprising. Now, she was a single mother of a little boy. She had raved about how wonderful it would be to come to France. She said her son had never been on an aeroplane, and that they were both excited. It made me feel uncomfortable, as if Izzy and I had accidentally swapped lives. If, back in our day, the American custom of voting pupils ‘most likely to’ do anything had caught on, Izzy would have been most likely to live in the south of France and be skinny and successful with excellent clothes. I would have been most likely to get knocked up and abandoned and to become wildly excited about the idea of going on an aeroplane.

Amanda had rung me a week or so later, and as soon as I heard her voice, I knew that, like me, she was in two minds. Of course, she couldn’t say anything, but she picked delicately around my motives.

‘Is Tamsin coming?’ she’d asked.

‘I haven’t heard back from her yet.’

‘She’s still in Australia. Mum ran into her dad a while ago and he said she’s still in Sydney.’

‘Yes. I invited her but I don’t expect she’ll make it.’

At that, Amanda’s voice lightened audibly. She began to sound like a forceful London mother.

‘Well,’ she said. ‘We would love to come, Patrick and the children and me. Can’t wait, in fact. Can’t wait to see what kind of a place you’ve got for yourself out there. Anyway, Susie, how are you doing? Is there a Mr Susie?’

I laughed. ‘Not tied to me in wedlock. And I’m not sure he’d appreciate the name, but yes, there’s a Mr Susie. He’s half French, half English. His name’s Roman.’

‘Oh, my. How glamorous. Roman.’ Amanda had tried the name out in a French accent. ‘Roman. Nice.’

‘He is,’ I told her, and I couldn’t wait to have Amanda back in my life.

Now, two months after I decided that Tamsin could not possibly be coming to visit, everything had changed. As the train pulled out of the station, a chill passed through me, and I noticed, in a distracted way, that my fingers were trembling as I opened my newspaper. Because I knew that I couldn’t cancel. I was going to have to go through with it.




chapter four

Lodwell’s, 1987

Suzanne Chapman was fourteen, and she was moving schools. She was furious and terrified. Nobody wanted to move house and leave their friends behind. Her parents didn’t understand that at all. Her little sister Jacqueline didn’t get it either, because she was too babyish. She was only eleven and she thought it was exciting. She was pathetic.

Nobody had a clue what Suzanne was going through. She sat in the front seat of the car, fiddling with her brand new uniform. Her breath was coming quickly, though she was pretending, for her dad’s benefit, to be cool. Too cool for school, she thought. If only. Her old school, in London, had a navy blue uniform, and one, Suzanne now realised, that was halfway decent. It was a normal, knee-length skirt, and a white blouse, and a blue blazer. There had been nothing  stupid about it, nothing that marked you out as particularly different or posh. Now she felt ridiculous in a grey pinafore with pleats that made her bum look gigantic, and a green and white striped blouse underneath it with a strange little round collar. On top of this awful combination, she wore a dark green blazer, and, worst of all, she was holding on her lap a shocking object: the school hat. This was a green felt monstrosity, which perched on the top of the wearer’s head like an old-fashioned air hostess’s hat. Apparently you were supposed to keep it in place with hair grips. It made Suzanne sick. She had begged to be allowed to go to the comprehensive, but her parents wouldn’t let her. They thought she needed the discipline of a private school.

She had spiked her short hair up, defiantly. Neither parent had said anything. They had exchanged looks over her head. Nothing was going to make her flatten her dark hair down. She knew she looked stupid with flat hair.

Far too soon, Dad stopped the car. The squeak of the handbrake going on made Suzanne’s stomach turn over. She swallowed. She wasn’t going to know anybody. She was the new girl. She was going to hate every moment of every day. She would spend break times writing letters to her friends in London, plotting to run away from home. She would catch a train back to London and live with, say, Kathy’s family until she was sixteen and could do whatever she liked.

Jackie jumped out of the back door as soon as the engine was off.

‘Wow,’ she said, staring up at the dull grey of the gothic building.

It was the oddest looking school Suzanne had ever seen. It looked half like a church, half like a haunted house. It should be full of bats and ghosts and chains. Those, Suzanne thought, would be better than teachers and blackboards and strangers.

‘Come on then!’ Jackie said, standing by the passenger door. ‘Bye, Dad! See you later.’

Suzanne knew that her father was looking at her. He was off to work now, at the hospital. It was all his fault that they had moved. He had got some stupid new job. As if there could possibly be a job in Cardiff that was better than a job in London. It made no sense, and at first she had thought they were joking, but Mum and Dad had insisted. She avoided his eyes.

‘Bye, Sue,’ he said, trying to lean over and kiss her. She didn’t reply, and didn’t look at him. She just slammed the car door and stalked off. She didn’t look back, although she knew that Jackie was leaning into the car for her goodbye kiss. Jackie was tiny, like a fairy child. She was skinny and cheerful, and Suzanne hated her. She knew that, next to Jackie, she was a fat, ugly, spiky-haired toad. So she quickened her pace and made it to the door before her sister caught up.

There were hundreds of girls milling around on the first day of term. Not many of them looked lost. Suzanne hastily picked one who looked about her own age and decided to follow her, ignoring everyone around her. She could not, however, help feeling like a lost outsider when she heard them greeting each other. That accent! It was the strangest way to talk.

‘All right?’ girls shouted. They ran up and hugged each other. ‘What you been up to, then? How’s it going?’ They formed tight little clusters, surging eagerly into the school buildings, on their way to new classrooms.

Inside, it smelled of polish and officialdom. The girl Suzanne was following had long blond hair and she was quite tall, so it was easy to keep her in sight. The corridors were long and unfamiliar, and she felt sick with longing for the old, comfortable school, where she had known everybody since she was seven, and everybody knew her. She looked at the cracked cream paint on the walls. She reached out and pulled a bit off, just for the hell of it. The plasterwork behind it was crumbling. Crumbs of plaster fell onto the tiled floor. Suzanne walked away quickly. She had lost the blonde girl. She felt tears in her eyes, and she blinked them back furiously, stopping for a moment and breathing hard in an attempt to get rid of them before she embarrassed herself.

A teacher walked by, and Suzanne tried to walk alongside her. The lady was about her height, and she looked weird. She was almost spherical and there was a big wart on her chin. Suzanne managed to say, ‘Excuse me,’ but at the same time a much bigger girl walked up to the teacher, and said, ‘Hello, Mrs Spencer. Good holidays?’

Suzanne dropped back, disheartened. She was going to have to try harder to ask for help. She stopped walking, and a girl walked heavily into her back, pushing her forward and making her stumble.

‘Hey!’ said the girl, who was broad and dark with thick eyebrows. ‘Watch where you’re going, will you?’

‘You watch where you’re going,’ Suzanne muttered, wishing she had some gum to pop at this horrible girl. People swept past her. She was not going to cry. She was not.

The woman put her hand on Suzanne’s shoulder before Suzanne noticed her.

‘Hello,’ she said, in a kind voice, smiling. ‘You look lost. Are you new?’

It was a teacher. She was skinny, with brown hair in a bun, and a flowery blouse with a funny brooch on it. She had a friendly face and she was the first person in this awful school who had shown any concern for Suzanne at all.

‘Yes,’ Suzanne said in a small, grateful voice. ‘I’m in the fourth form. I don’t know where to go.’

The woman smiled again. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll soon have you in the right place. Do you know who your teacher is?’

Suzanne shook her head.

‘Well, we’ll find out. I’m Mrs Grey. I teach French and I’m the careers adviser too. I’m sure we’ll be coming across each other. I’ll be looking out for your spiky hair. My daughter’s in the fourth form. Tamsin. What’s your name?’

Suzanne had loved Mrs Grey for that, and by the time she found herself in a big, airy classroom, she had recovered some of her bravado. Her form mistress was a wiry little PE teacher called Mrs Davis, who welcomed her in quite a friendly way and picked on someone called Amanda to look after her. Amanda, Suzanne discovered, was the blonde girl she had followed. That almost made her smile: if she had carried on trailing her, she would actually have brought her to the right place. She wasn’t sure that she liked Amanda,  who seemed a bit snooty and was always twirling her long hair around her fingers, but she supposed she had no choice. She had to hang out with her for a while.

The fat rude girl with big eyebrows was in the room too. She was called Janie, and she glared at Suzanne, who decided to stick with Amanda. Janie whispered to her friends, and the other girls turned to stare at her. Suzanne thought they were laughing at her hair. She was the only new girl in the year. She thought about her real friends, in London, and made pacts with God. If He would perform some miracle to transport her back there, she would literally go to church every single day for the rest of her life. She would become a nun. A missionary in India. He wasn’t listening. Either that or He didn’t believe her.

 



At break, Suzanne followed Amanda out into the playground, and two other girls soon joined them. One of them was skinny, with greasy brown hair. The other was someone Suzanne had noticed across the classroom, because she was the only really striking member of the form. She was a glamorous girl with very long, slightly curly hair which was reddish brown. Her complexion, Suzanne noticed enviously, was flawless and creamy, and her face was perfect. Suzanne wanted to be this girl. This girl was prettier than anyone she had ever met, and she was slim as well.

‘This is Suzanne,’ Amanda said, bored. ‘This is Tamsin, and this is Isabelle.’ She turned her back on Suzanne, and the three girls swapped stories about their summer holidays.

Amanda had been to Majorca, and was pleased with herself.  She recounted several stories about boys at the hotel asking for her phone number, and then told them about one occasion when she had pretended to be sixteen and gone on a date with a waiter.

‘Except bloody Mummy saw me leaving,’ she said, flicking her hair back. ‘I mean, Mummy! She never notices anything, but for some reason this time she did. And she sent Daddy to find out where I was going because she didn’t believe me that I was going to meet this girl. So he finds us in the bar, me with a bottle of lager in front of me, and he marches me straight back upstairs. I was so mad. But they were even madder with me, and then - it was so embarrassing - Daddy went to the hotel manager and said the waiter was buying drinks for underage girls, and poor old Pedro was sacked on the spot! So that was the end of my holiday romance.’ She shook her yellow curtain of hair down over her face, and tossed it back again.

The others made sympathetic noises and agreed that it was both embarrassing and unfair.

‘We went to France,’ offered the beautiful Isabelle, ‘and I didn’t even have any amount of holiday romance. We were staying in a gîte with my cousins. All I did was lie around and read magazines and stuff. But it was nice. Hot, though, and I knew I was going to burn, because I always burn with my skin. Or get freckles, which is worse. So I had to keep in the shade.’

Suzanne stared again at Isabelle’s alabaster skin, and made herself look away.

They looked at skinny Tamsin. ‘Went to London,’ she said.  ‘On my own. Well, I stayed with my penfriend but her parents were working so we just did what we wanted. It was cool. We walked around loads and saw the Houses of Parliament and Tower of London and all that, but the best bit was, Ellie knew all the pubs where we’d get served, so we got to spend most afternoons sitting at tables on the pavement, getting slowly pissed.’ She smiled. ‘Or quickly pissed. My best holiday ever, actually.’

Suzanne felt small. She wanted to talk to Tamsin about London, but they all seemed to have forgotten she was there. Eventually, Isabelle turned to her.

‘What about you, Suzanne?’ she said, speaking as if to a four-year-old child. ‘Did you do anything fun?’

Suzanne forced a brave smile. ‘Moved to Cardiff. That was the main thing. We moved from London. I’ve always lived in London, until now. So that was a bit weird.’

Tamsin was pleased. ‘You’re from London? That’s cool. Someone to talk to about it! I’m in love with London now. We could go back up there together at half-term.’

Suzanne was delighted. ‘Well, I’m definitely going at half-term. I’ve got all my friends there. In Hammersmith. You could come with me, no problem.’

Tamsin nodded. ‘So why on earth would you move from the world’s coolest city to this shithole?’
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