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One’s real life is so often the life that one does not lead.


– Oscar Wilde


That which is hateful to you, do not do to your fellow.


– Rabbi Hillel, The Talmud


Treat others as you would treat yourself.


– The Mahabharata


Treat your inferior as you would wish your superior to treat you.


– Seneca, Moral Epistles


Therefore whatever you desire for men to do to you, you shall also do to them; for this is the law and the prophets.


– Matthew 7:12, World English Bible








 




Speaking of an institution such as marriage as natural is, of course, paying it a compliment, the compliment of saying that it meets a fairly central human need. The fact that it is found in some form in every human society is in a way enough to show this. But it might be thought that marriage became thus widespread only because it was, like adequate sanitation, a means to an end. This is pretty certainly what Hume thought, as evidenced by his very confused contrast of natural with artificial virtues. He regarded human sagacity simply as the power to calculate consequences, and counted chastity and fidelity, with justice, as artificial virtues, devices designed merely to produce safety and promote utility. In a species as emotionally interdependent as man this view of marriage is nonsense. Pair-formation could never have entered anybody’s head as a device deliberately designated to promote utility.


– Mary Midgley, Beast and Man: The Roots of Human Nature







The golden rule is there are no golden rules.


– George Bernard Shaw, Man and Superman
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Boiling Lava


By the time Hannah caught the train to Cornwall, she could have killed her husband.


It was one of those evenings in summer when everything seems to be suspended between frustration and release. The dash to Paddington Station in the rush hour, the airless tunnels, the fear of being too late to get to the platform in time had all made it feel like an endless nightmare that began even before her journey started.


‘I can’t take Maisy,’ Jake announced, earlier that day. ‘I’m busy.’


‘You know it’s your turn to look after her.’


‘I can’t change my plans now. Take her with you.’


‘You know why this is an emergency. I sent you the booking reference for my train. I can’t cancel, and I can’t bring her.’


‘Find someone else to look after her,’ he said.


Hannah counted to five before answering. ‘There’s nobody I can ask.’


‘Of course there is. You need to move on, Hannah.’


All the advice is to be calm and reasonable in a divorce. Only it is very hard to keep calm and reasonable while a marriage goes rancid. Lies, evasions, insults and bullying were bad enough. Getting the father of her child to pay for anything was worse. It was a common technique among husbands who wanted to move on themselves: it was called starving a woman out.


At almost thirty, Hannah was exhausted by debt, hopelessness, loneliness, anger and the knowledge that, despite having jumped through all the right hoops, the bigger life on which she had pinned her hopes was not going to happen. The sensation of failure was worse than hunger, and almost indistinguishable from it. They had lived apart for nearly two years, and he had recently applied to divorce her. He was also threatening to take Maisy away. She didn’t know if he could do this. She had no money to fight it, if need be.


Fury was what kept her going, like sugar or strong liquor; it got her running along the platform at Paddington seconds before the whistle blew and her ticket became invalid. Afterwards, she wondered what would have been averted had she missed her train.


The carriage was crammed. Hannah, panting and sweating, couldn’t even push her way to a seat. The air conditioning had broken down, as it so often did in a heatwave, and the stench made her head swim.


Meanwhile, Jake was with his mistress, on his third foreign holiday of the year.


‘You’d like her if you knew her,’ he’d said.


Hannah had never met Eve. She discovered her existence by accident when Jake left his iPad behind for their three-year-old daughter, to play on while he went out to the gym.


‘Mummy, why does Daddy have a friend with no face?’


‘What’s that, sweetie?’


Hannah removed the tablet from her child’s grasp and saw her husband’s Facebook page. At first, she smiled at the pictures he had put up, mostly of himself and Maisy, but one or two of her, too, before the badger-stripe of dark hair grew back between the highlights. She herself did not use social media any more. What did she have to say about herself or her life that would be of any interest to anyone else? Then, she saw that he also had Facebook Messenger. In a few minutes, his nine-month relationship with a woman called Eve was revealed. Her rival’s own marital status (‘it’s complicated’) was there, and that she lived in London. Everything else – friends, family, education, profession, hobbies, photographs, email and surname – was a mystery. Eve’s icon was a blank, the standard white silhouette of a head with bobbed hair, generically female. In many ways, this ignorance was the most terrible aspect of all, for it left Hannah to imagine someone who was her opposite: tall, confident, beautiful and rich. Scrolling back, it became clear that all the weekends when Jake was supposedly away working had been spent in five-star hotels in Paris, New York, Venice and Rome. While Hannah had budgeted and saved for the modest flat of their own that everyone under thirty dreamt of getting, Jake had been spending his money and time with another woman.


Confronted, he refused to tell her more.


‘What’s the point? Eve and I are together.’


‘Why did you lie about our marriage being dead?’


‘It is dead. It’s been dead for years.’


‘It isn’t dead!’ Hannah almost screamed. ‘We still have sex, or do you not tell her that?’


This was true, although the last time had been several months ago. She had been desperate, as usual, to sleep before Maisy woke again, and sighed with relief after it was over.


‘We’ve never been right for each other. Face it, we’re too different.’


Hannah thought she would die of grief and humiliation, but one kind of pain was followed by another, even more sordid. Divorce may start with the failure of love, but in the end, it is always about money.


‘My card has just been declined in the supermarket,’ she said, ringing him from the till.


‘I cancelled it.’


‘You what?’ She could hardly breathe. ‘Do you think that your child and I can suddenly live on nothing?’


‘You’re a grown-up; go back to work.’


‘We both agreed that I should look after Maisy until she started school.’


‘Think again.’


Back and forth he went, like a cat with a mouse, spending some nights with Eve and some with her. Hannah had pains in her chest, no resistance against infections, and almost no certainty that she even knew who she was. Jake, whose love had once made her feel like a goddess, now made her the lowest creature on the earth.


Why had it taken her so long to see him for what he was? He hadn’t always been vile, was one answer. They had once been each other’s best friend and support, just as they had once found each other irresistibly attractive and exciting. But while she had gone on adoring him, he had become increasingly critical and dismissive. ‘Your face makes you look more intelligent than you are,’ he had told her (as if anyone, least of all he, could quantify such a thing). They were from very different backgrounds, and although he had claimed to admire hers, it was increasingly evident that he found her lack of connections irksome, especially after she gave up her job when Maisy was a year old to become a full-time mother. It had been a drip-drip-drip, and for years she had excused his remarks as being due to stress. Then it was her own fault for making him angry, and she would do anything to win back his affection, pleading with what he called her ‘puppy eyes’ and bursting into tears. He became brusque, no longer doing anything to help domestically, leaving her alone while he went out drinking with colleagues or away on what he claimed were training weekends. Once, he had been so furious with her for not being able to quieten Maisy that he had thrown a red-hot baked potato, straight out of the microwave, at her face. Her cheek was burnt, badly enough for her to spend the next three hours with half her face in a basin of cool water, trying to reduce the heat while awkwardly cradling their child. He had apologised after this, claiming it had been a second’s loss of temper, a crazy impulse. She still had a small white scar from it.


Hannah had nobody to turn to. Being the first in her group of peers to have a child at just twenty-four isolated her even more effectively than his unpredictable temper. She was ashamed of her own family and intimidated by his; when pregnant, she had not bonded with anyone at the NCT classes, finding them patronising and much older than herself. (When she wheeled her daughter round in a buggy, she was always taken to be the nanny.) Almost none of her former friends had stayed in touch; why would they, when she was both desperately boring and boringly desperate? Her energies had been fully occupied by looking after their daughter and running the household on one person’s income instead of two. One night when he was with Eve, she felt such despair that she considered jumping from the balcony of the flat to end her life. She came to her senses in time, and when Jake returned, she had all his things packed.


‘Give me your keys,’ she said, and in a moment of shame, he did.


Hannah then had to try to feed Maisy and herself on £20.70 a week, or £2.95 a day, this being child benefit, which took eight weeks to come in because by now Jake was earning well over the £50,000-a-year limit. He still wanted Maisy, as lovely as only a child with milk-teeth can be, but he did not understand that she was not a fridge-light. Feeding, clothing, washing, housing, entertaining, teaching and comforting a new person brought into this world continues even when you are not there to see it. Hannah could make meals out of vegetables, eggs, milk and bread, but they had no meat and very little cheese or fruit. She had to pay the council tax, the utilities and every other urgent yet incidental expense, and could do so only by first using up her savings and then getting into debt on her credit card.


At first her situation did not seem so unusual. Most graduates like herself had heaved furniture, waited tables, tutored tots and swallowed anger just to survive. They had grown up in the golden years of national optimism, when going to university was just the first step to a glorious new future in which every problem, from world hunger to global warming, would be solved; instead, they had come to adulthood with economic catastrophe, increasingly deranged world leaders and a sense of impending doom. The personal was political and the political personal, in an existence where the only certainty was debt for degrees that gave no obvious advantage. The older generations (who had experienced nothing but luck) mocked them for being anxious, depressed and vulnerable; those who could not or would not live with their parents rented flats where mould and mice were as commonplace as multiple occupancy.


When Jake and Hannah first rented their flat, they had been young graduate professionals with a starting salary of £21,000 a year each, which meant they could easily cover the cost. These days, she was terrified her landlord would discover that she now claimed benefits and throw her out.


Unlike the wives of rich men, she could not force her husband to give her alimony once they were divorced. A month after Jake left, Hannah had learnt to her horror that although it was possible that she might get some small settlement for Maisy, she herself would be left wholly exposed to poverty, otherwise known as benefits. It might help her case to consult a lawyer, but to do this even once cost £500, a sum that might as well have been ten times as much. To those who have shall be given: but to those who have not shall be taken away. In other words, In order to get money in a divorce, you must already have some.


Jake was adamant that he would not give her anything other than maintenance for Maisy.


‘Stop leeching and get off your arse. You’re bleeding me dry.’


‘How can I be when you barely even pay the rent?’


It was as if two tectonic plates, his personality and hers, were pushing and grinding against each other. What seemed to be fixed for ever was suddenly heaved up or torn apart, a river of water turned to boiling lava. He began jabbing at her with his finger when he spoke to her, and the jabs turned to shakings and then to arm-twisting and pushing, though nothing frightened her as much as when he put his face an inch away from hers and shouted. She was terrified, and only her stubborn anger prevented her from collapsing into despair. She could not sleep or eat or read. The tiny amount of energy she had left over from keeping her child and herself alive went into loving her daughter, which she did with an intensity that was almost like religious zeal.


Leaning against the wall of the packed train Hannah thought about what it would be like to have a real holiday, somewhere hot but cooled by sea breezes or shaded by pine trees. Her journey down to Cornwall was not, however, for leisure. Her mother was dying. It had been happening over months, with stops and starts and hopes of remission because Holly was only sixty. Now there was no time left, according to her mother’s sister, Loveday.


‘If you want to say goodbye, come now, dear heart. She won’t last another twenty-four hours.’


A hugely expensive ticket (£280) was bought immediately on her credit card. To bring Maisy too would only add to the cost and the strain. She had to remain in London. Hannah had wept and pleaded with Jake; he had been adamant. It was his weekend to look after her, but he was busy and he could not change his plans with Eve. She was even desperate enough to ask her mother-in-law for help, but Etta was away on holiday herself and couldn’t step in. Hannah’s one remaining friend from university, Naz, was too high-powered to even contemplate asking. In the end, she had turned to the single other person whom she might ask: her neighbour Lila. Lila’s daughter Bella was Maisy’s best friend at school, and the two mothers often collected each other’s children.


‘Course I’ll take her, if she don’t mind sleeping on the sofa,’ Lila said. ‘We’ll spend most of the day in the park, it’s so hot.’


‘It’s just that I must see my mum before . . . you know.’


‘I understand.’


It wasn’t free, though – it couldn’t be, because Lila was also poor. Hannah gave her neighbour £10 to cover Maisy’s food, and that was all she had spare. She had forgotten to refill her plastic bottle, and without the money to buy water, licked her parched lips. A man trod heavily on her foot, for which she apologised. The thought of standing like this for hour after hour, the stench of the toilets, sour breath and unwashed bodies brought a new level of misery.


I hate you, I hate you, I hate you, the train repeated. I wish you were dead.


The sliding glass door between carriages sprang open whenever anyone triggered the sensor. On the other side was First Class. There, every seat was as wide as an elephant, and the air conditioning worked perfectly.


Just one person sat inside: a woman, wearing a sleeveless green linen dress that framed her slim form as the dark hair did her pale face. A gauzy scarf was draped across her shoulders, rippling with every shade from emerald to malachite. From each ear hung a single large pear-shaped pearl and on one arm was a heavy platinum cuff whose rich gleam circled her wrist like a weapon. Before her were several small bottles of mineral water, and an iPad inside a green leather case. She was watching something on it.


The door snapped shut again, but Hannah went on gazing. Someone so elegant seemed to belong to a different species, not just a different class. What would it be like to have her life? All at once the woman in First looked up. Their eyes met, and after a moment, the woman smiled, her red lips curving, her dark eyes warm.


Hannah turned instinctively to see who was behind her, but nobody else was facing in the same direction. Puzzled, she turned back; this time the woman beckoned.


Even then, she might not have dared to step forward, but the train gave a sudden jolt and she fell against the door.


It opened, and Hannah stumbled through.
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The Black Tube


Chilled air washed around her. The relief was so delicious that she wanted to stand there, her flesh turning from liquid to solid.


‘Hello,’ the woman said. Her voice was soft and gentle.


‘Do I know you?’ Hannah asked.


‘No, but I thought I’d invite you in.’


Hannah sighed. ‘I don’t have a first-class ticket.’


The woman smiled. ‘That doesn’t matter.’


‘If I’m found here by a ticket inspector, it will.’


‘I’ve got a spare. My companion couldn’t come.’


One rectangle of orange and cream card appeared between long, white fingers like a conjuring trick.


‘Take it,’ the woman said. ‘It’ll only be wasted otherwise. I’m going as far as Fol. You?’


‘St Piran.’ Hannah looked around the empty carriage. ‘I’ll sit somewhere else?’


The woman shrugged. ‘Be my guest. Water? It’s free in First.’


‘Oh yes, yes please.’


She drank a whole bottle, gasping.


‘I’m Jinni.’


She looked as if she had materialised out of one of the bottles before her, and might turn back into green vapour.


‘Hannah. Pleased to meet you.’


‘Holiday?’


‘No.’


She twisted her wedding ring on her finger, conscious of her uneven nails. Jinni held up her own manicured hand. There was a plain platinum band, also loose.


‘Is your husband . . . ?’


‘A shit.’ A concentration of venom changed Jinni’s face like a convulsion. ‘I’m travelling down to collect some stuff. You?’


Those in the grip of misery and fury long to unburden themselves: this is the secret of every organisation from the Church to social media. Hannah knew, however, that the woes of others are entertainment, especially where a marriage is concerned.


In the past few years, she had learnt that however sympathetic people seem, all the questions concerning a marital breakdown are about how you must be the author of your own misfortunes, especially if you were a woman. Even if she were to tell her mother’s family, she knew the response would be the same: ‘But surely you must have realised – suspected – understood . . . ’ Conversations with former friends and colleagues all went along the same lines. It was like having the nail that covered the soft, exquisitely tender part of a finger ripped off, again and again, until the nail itself will never grow back properly.


But someone else who is going through the same torment is another matter.


‘Me too,’ she said.


Jinni told her story first. Her husband, Con, was a violent bully and a miser. They had no children. Hannah mentioned hers.


‘Clever of you to get a baby out of him.’


‘I wasn’t trying,’ Hannah said. ‘It just happened.’


‘All the same, you’ll get more money in the end because of her. I’ll get practically nothing.’


‘I don’t think I’ll get much either. He just wants rid of me.’


‘Isn’t it strange the way all women in our situation are alike?’ Jinni said.


Like, yet unlike – because Jinni clearly still had money. She could afford both the First-Class ticket and, presumably, a lawyer.


‘I suppose so,’ Hannah said.


‘Five hours! You could get to a real place in that time,’ Jinni said. ‘Luckily, I’ve brought wine.’


She opened her capacious leather bag, took out a bottle in a silver jacket and felt it.


‘Still chilled.’ She filled two of the plastic cups on their table. ‘Go on, there’s nothing else to do.’


Hannah hadn’t drunk alcohol for years. The first sip was delicious and slightly fizzy.


‘Nice, isn’t it? Have some more.’


Being strangers in this cool bubble of space, moving rapidly through a familiar landscape without anyone else to see or hear them, encouraged a sense of recklessness.


They swapped stories of their husbands’ unkindness, leaning towards each other across the table as if over a campfire, warmed by the wickedness of men. The more they exchanged, the more their anger swelled. Like Hannah, Jinni had been physically assaulted on several occasions – she did not go into details. Yet for Hannah, it was the financial worry that hurt most.


‘Even running the washing machine is a problem,’ she confessed. ‘I have to do everything by hand, including sheets.’


‘How appallingly tedious for you.’


It was worse than tedious, but Jinni would never have to grapple with drudgery. Hannah looked at her companion with a mixture of fascination, envy and sympathy. Jinni was, she guessed, a few years older than herself, although Hannah didn’t want to pry.


‘It’s a long journey, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘We don’t have to talk if you’d rather not.’


‘No, I always find it a drag.’ Jinni gave another dazzling smile. ‘I hate leaving London, but especially to see him.’


It became clear that she, or rather her husband, must have a second home in Fol, the town where the rich moored their yachts and the second-homeowners spent their summers. Hannah was well acquainted with it because ever since she was old enough to hold a Dyson, she’d earned money cleaning their houses. Fol was all that St Piran was not, wired up with the latest technology, 4×4 cars, pretty shops and Waitrose deliveries. In this Cornwall, everything was lovely apart from the Cornish. Hannah had grown up hearing her friends and family described as ‘those ghastly people’.


The Cornish were used to being called odd and worse than odd. Stuck out into the Atlantic like the bunioned foot of Britain, cut off by the Tamar, with a language and superstitions of their own, they were halfway to Elfland even without the legends bowdlerised by tourism. To Hannah, it mostly came down to this: her mother couldn’t afford to feed her all the protein that made Jake and his kind grow tall.


She sighed and leant back in the wide grey seat.


‘If I could always travel like this, I don’t think my marriage would matter. Or not so much.’


‘Money does take the edge off some things, yes. But the rest is the same.’


Hannah nodded in sympathy. She couldn’t imagine what kind of man would make a woman as charming as this suffer, but in suffering everyone becomes equal.


‘It’s such a dreadful feeling, isn’t it? You feel ashamed, even if you’re not the one committing adultery. I wonder how he can live with himself. Or how she can, for that matter.’


‘Do you know her name?’


‘Only that she’s called Eve. Nothing else. Do you hate the other woman?’


‘Yes,’ said Jinni, almost absently. ‘Though not as much as I hate Con.’


They slipped past small towns, a canal, field after field. Oxeye daisies and cow parsley lined the track, billowing in the wind. The whole countryside was frothing, like milk coming to the boil. Not so long ago, it had taken a decision that filled city people with shock and horror; they were still travelling towards its consequences. Hannah dreaded seeing her relations, not just for the usual reasons, but because of this. She had never felt more alienated from them. It was yet another reason why she could not go back to live in Cornwall.


On, on, rattling away from London. Soon, the windows filled with wriggling rivers where white swans glided, and steep hills plunged, shaggy with woodland. They finished the wine. Hannah’s head began to swim as the alcohol reached her empty stomach. Every beat of the train carried her closer to her mother, whom she both longed for and dreaded seeing one last time. She began to believe that if she could stay on this train, Holly would still be alive. Her mind was always playing tricks like this on her, caught between hope and fear.


‘I can’t bear being with Con,’ her companion said, staring out of the window. ‘He’s so controlling.’


Hannah dropped her gaze to Jinni’s arms, toned and flawlessly smooth. Unlike her neighbour Lila, she had no scars or burns. But that didn’t necessarily mean anything, because neither did Hannah, unless you saw her cheek.


‘Why do men do that?’


‘He treats me like trash because I can’t give him kids. I had cancer, you see.’


Hannah was appalled. ‘I’m so sorry. That’s terrible – to blame you for something that’s not your fault.’


‘I hate him. My divorce is taking for ever. I wish he were dead. So much simpler, to be a widow.’


Hannah felt a violent lurch, as if the train had suddenly switched tracks.


‘Yes. I think every woman in our situation feels that.’


‘I’d kill mine if I thought I could get away with it. Wouldn’t you?’


Hannah gave an ironic laugh.


‘Yes. Probably.’


Jinni sighed. ‘It’s such a relief to say it, isn’t it?’


‘I’ve thought about it,’ Hannah said. The words almost burst out of her. ‘Over and over and over. It’s almost the only thing I think about, some days.’


All at once, the train thundered into the first of the series of tunnels before Exeter. The air became brick, and the noise deafening. Their reflections shone dimly in the black glass, a parallel world of darkness and shadow.


Jinni leant forward, her eyes bright, and mouthed, ‘Why don’t we, then?’


Hannah grimaced. The noise and the wine made her feel reckless. She said, half-joking, ‘Because as his wife, I’d be the first suspect.’


‘Not if we swapped places.’


Hannah stared. ‘They’d find out.’


Jinni’s voice was barely audible over the noise of the train.


‘You and I have just met, by chance, on this train.’


They shot out of the tunnel, and the turbulence ceased. Hannah said, uneasily, ‘I think I know this story. It was a book, wasn’t it? Or a film. It doesn’t end well.’


‘There are only seven stories in the world, don’t they say?’ Jinni said. Hannah suppressed a flash of irritation. People who didn’t love reading always said this, in an attempt to reduce fiction to a formula. It was even stupider than thinking all life was just the genetic code. ‘But the difference is that they were men. Nobody believes that women can do anything.’


‘Isn’t that a flaw too?’


‘No. Nothing but this journey connects us.’


‘But we’re always being watched, somewhere, somehow.’


‘Not on this train.’


Hannah found herself looking round, to check for the Recording Angel of modern life – and it was true, there was no CCTV. The commuters crowding the carriage had got off long before, and no ticket collector had been through. They were, as Jinni said, unobserved. All at once a sensation of vertiginous possibilities opened in her mind. To be free of Jake, his bullying, his meanness, his continual belittling of her . . . All she’d ever had was her intelligence, and he’d been determined to deny even that.


Jinni’s face was alight with passion, or possibly wine.


‘We’re getting off at different stops. You bought a ticket, Second Class, when?’


‘Today.’


‘I bought mine yesterday.’


By now, the train was rushing for the county border, the land disappearing into a river that became a wide estuary bobbing with boats. The sea at Exmouth flexed and reflexed. Hannah could hear her voice slurring slightly.


‘A woman can’t disable a man. They are always stronger than us. Physically.’


‘You can if you have a Taser,’ Jinni said.


Hannah gazed at her, round-eyed. ‘Do you?’


‘Of course.’


‘Aren’t they illegal?’


‘So? What men do to women is illegal, and they get away with it. They know they can kill us, and we fear them because of it. This just makes us . . . a little more equal.’


Jinni opened her bag and took out a shocking-pink device. It looked like a ladies’ electric razor. Hannah eyed it dubiously. A part of her wanted to giggle, and another part was impressed.


‘Have you tried it out?’


‘You just point and press. It delivers a kick that will knock out anyone, up to fifteen metres away.’


‘How did you get it?’


Jinni smiled. ‘You can buy anything on the Dark Web. Take it.’


The Taser was in her grasp before she had even thought about it. The sober part of Hannah’s mind told her that she was being impulsive, even crazy, but it also told her that her companion was giving her something that might be useful.


‘Write down my husband’s address: Con Coad, Endpoint. I’ll write down Jake’s,’ Jinni said.


Hannah flushed. ‘I don’t know it.’


‘Really?’


‘Yes. He moved out twenty months ago. We share Maisy, but he won’t tell me where he lives now. He probably thinks I might stalk him.’


‘You let your child go off to some unknown destination at the weekend?’


‘I know where he works,’ Hannah said defensively, ‘and I have his email and mobile number.’


‘He’ll be on the electoral register. Even if he’s ex-directory, you can find out where anyone lives if you pay.’


‘I never had the money to do that.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Jinni said. ‘I do. For now. What does he look like?’


‘I can show you his Facebook image.’ She clicked on it, though it hurt her to see his smiling face. ‘I deserve to be happy,’ he had said to her. He looked it.


A part of Hannah knew this was happening far too quickly. Even if she had told a stranger more about herself during the four hours in which they had been travelling together than she had ever told anyone, why should she trust somebody whom she had only just met? Jinni could be a lunatic, trying to trick her into committing a crime. She could be a bored, rich woman amusing herself during a long train journey. Yet Hannah was intoxicated not just by drink but by a new sense of purpose.


She had dreamt of taking revenge on her husband many times. What did it matter whether she killed Con Coad, instead of Jake? She and Jinni were in the same situation, and their husbands deserved what was coming down the line. They so did. Hannah touched the small white scar on her cheekbone. It was one reason why she had just taken Jinni’s Taser. Even if this was all a fantasy, or a wind-up, she had good reason to fear him.


The train was running alongside the sea now. The long bay at Dawlish curved ahead, its red rocks the colour of blood. Its thin railway line was the only one left into the furthest reaches of the West Country. Despite every winter storm and surge, it survived as a testament to what imagination and daring could achieve. The track seemed to defy gravity, floating above the waves whose swell rose periodically to smash like black glass.


‘Let’s do it,’ Jinni urged, and Hannah answered, ‘Yes.’
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Crossing the Tamar


Once they crossed the Tamar, she could feel the change, a kind of sloughing off from ordinary life. In effect, they had entered another Britain: warmer, wilder, greener, stranger. Everyone felt it, she was sure, and especially if they were Cornish. The river was an ancient border, whose radioactive mass had once, millions of years ago, been part of Europe not England. Hannah longed to point this out to the Penrose clan, for it was something few who had voted to leave Europe seemed either to know or to care about. Like all poor places, it was proud, but unlike many, it had some reason to be so. Here was the land where, in the fabled Golden Age, King Arthur had once held court at Tintagel, the place from which the tragic Tristan had sailed to bring back the Irish princess Iseult for his uncle and king, a place that throughout its history had defied the power of London. It was entirely due to its tin mines that the Romans had considered Britain to be worth conquering. Warmed by the Gulf Stream, it did not feel like England, with its palm trees and exotic coastal flowers, and its people felt closer to the Irish than to the rest.


Even the train shifted from a high-speed Intercity express to one creaking and squeaking along narrow country cuttings whose beauty was matched only by their inconvenience. The sturdy cast-iron columns of urban stations changed to open platforms and white picket fences bobbing with blue hydrangeas that bulged in the twilight like staked heads.


Hannah let out a sigh. If anywhere was home, this was it. She had coped this far by compartmentalising her life, keeping her pain and anger separate from the practicalities of everyday survival. But now it seemed obvious what she should do. Murder was the solution to all her problems. She hated and feared her husband, and if she and Jinni were to swap places to help each other out, her suffering would stop. It was a beautifully simple solution, and one that might also solve her financial problems. She was to kill first, because Jinni told her that she was only staying this one night in Fol. Hannah could pick her moment any time after midday.


‘So soon?’


‘Yes. Better to do it now; nobody would think you are here for that. Con will be the only person there. Is yours in London?’


‘Not this weekend. He’s always jetting off somewhere,’ said Hannah.


‘Good. That’ll make it easier to have him disappear. We want to do this, don’t we?’


‘Yes.’ Hannah was excited, her head swimming pleasantly. She felt as if she were suddenly caught up in a new and marvellous story, one in which she was able to turn the tables on the person who had ground her down without conscience or charity. ‘How will I get in?’


‘It’s a long drive, but the gate at Endpoint is always open.’


‘Does he live alone?’


‘There’s a local yokel who looks after the property, but he won’t be around.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘It’s in the middle of nowhere, and a weekend. I don’t have a photo, and he’s not on Facebook or anything, but there’ll only be him.’


‘What does he look like?’


‘Oh, you know – tall, dark, good-looking. Not many of those around in Cornwall. Tomorrow evening would be the perfect moment. I’ll make sure he drives me back to the station, so people will see me leave.’ Jinni leant forward and fixed Hannah with her intense gaze. ‘You can’t lose your nerve.’


‘I won’t. How will you . . . do mine?’


‘Better you don’t know, so you can look surprised when the police come. Make sure your mobile phone is turned off, or better still, leave it somewhere else.’


Hannah said, dreamily, ‘Any ideas about what I should do after the Tasering?’


‘Suffocation,’ Jinni said. ‘A plastic bag tied round his head.’


The image of a face sucking desperately for air rose in her imagination and was pushed down again.


‘Someone could see me arrive.’


‘They won’t. Con likes his privacy.’


She nodded. Of course, an abusive man wouldn’t like witnesses any more than a murderer.


‘So I get him unconscious on the ground . . . how long would I have?’


Jinni stood up. A wave of perfume washed out from her, musky and sweet. Her feet were shod in silver sandals, twined into complicated knots of leather.


‘I think five minutes would do it. Here’s my station.’


With a magnificent motion, Jinni swept up all the bottles and rubbish into a plastic bag, then went out through the exit door. Hannah, watching her glide along the platform at Fol, could see a big saloon car waiting with its headlights on.


Her own arrival at the next station was less luxurious. She would be walking two miles in the dark from the station to her mother’s empty bungalow on the edge of the ugliest small town in Cornwall.


St Piran was the kind of place people drove through on their way to the pretty coastal places like Fol and Fowey or Truro. The oldest part, which consisted of a fine Methodist chapel, a town hall and the sixth-form college, was Georgian, as were a small number of cottages near the harbour, but from the railway station on there was nothing but red-brick segueing into pebbledash bungalows and large discount stores. The verges were lined with litter, and during daylight, the few people who walked around wore tracksuits and trainers, not because they were taking exercise but because they were unemployed and had no other clothes. It stank of old chip oil, stale lager and piss.


Past midnight, it was deserted. Hannah dragged her small wheeled suitcase along the gritty road, a dreary, intermittent sound as if someone were trying to clear their throat. The same angry humiliation she always felt at being in her hometown rose up in her. It could have been as charming as Fol, but somehow one had all the luck and the other all its opposite. It was a place to which those on benefits were exported from cities all over Britain, out of sight and out of mind.


Further away from the main road, she could smell the sea. The ugliness of the bungalows was softened by the semitropical growth of spiky yucca, blue echium, pink valerian and ferns. Her mother’s patch would probably be a jungle. Tomorrow, she could drive to the hospice, but she was too tired and too drunk to do so now. There’d be so much to sort out later, with Maisy. Her weary mind kept turning over these plans, while another part fizzed and crackled with the thought that she now had a Taser in her bag and was planning to kill a total stranger. The longer she walked, the odder it seemed. Had she dreamt it? She had intended to bury herself in Persuasion but instead had found herself in quite a different story, a vulgar and brutal thriller of the kind she avoided when she had any time to read at all.


By the time her mother’s lane came into sight, she had lost all consciousness of where she was, her body putting one foot in front of the other with the dull obedience of an animal.


A few fat flies began to batter against the glass as soon as the lights were on. The air was stale. There was a note on the Formica table, Holly’s handwriting still legible if no longer firm.




Dear Han


Have a good summer here. Rent paid to end August.


Mum x





Hannah looked around the bungalow, which she had spent at least half her life hating and feeling ashamed of but which she now realised was the only place she thought of as home, because her mother lived there. Not that Holly owned it: she, too, rented – but from the council. It was ugly and shoddy, from its carpet-tiled floors to its avocadogreen bathroom suite. It had a concrete gnome with a fishing rod in the garden, and nothing on its shelves but pot plants and knick-knacks. Her bedroom, pale pink with fairy lights looped around a small single bed, was the same as it had been fifteen years ago. A poster of Burne-Jones’s King Cophetua and the Beggar Maid hung opposite. Hannah had been fascinated by it as a teenager, chiefly because its pale, pensive girl, with her long brown hair and drab dress, slightly resembled herself. There was something romantic about the beggar maid’s elevated discomfort in the etiolated golden room, though the kneeling, bearded king gazing up at her was not to Hannah’s taste.


Mostly, her walls were full of books. They were the only books in the house and ascended from floor to ceiling like choirs of angels in a medieval painting. Most were second- or third-hand because ever since she was eight, she’d spent all her earnings on them, having exhausted the small stock of children’s literature in the now-defunct town library. The majority came from Mum’s friend Mr Kenward. He had been the librarian at Knotshead, a progressive public school where Holly had been the resident nurse. Soon after Mum returned to St Piran with Hannah, he retired to Fol, setting up a bookshop. He was eccentric but kind, and a man of some scholarship, but not, as far as anyone knew, Cornish. When asked why he’d come, he said, in a way that did not invite further questions, ‘I felt like it.’


His bookshop had not exactly flourished, though it was the first choice for the better sort of greetings card and wrapping paper. The local schools tended to give out book vouchers from it as end-of-year prizes, and like every other shop it did most of its business with tourists in the summer holidays and before Christmas. Hannah haunted Fol whenever she could get away from St Piran, and its bookshop was where she felt most at home because from the time she had read The Cat in the Hat, all she had wanted to do was read.


There are people who read out of necessity, and people who read out of love. Hannah was one of the latter, and when she found a book she liked she sank into it as if into another world. Voices, music, pneumatic drills all became inaudible; she was the kind of child who would go off in break times not to play or talk but to read. It was the annoyance of her life that it was impossible to walk while reading, and that she needed to sleep or eat. She could remember her third birthday, but not a time when she did not want to read more than anything else in the world. It did not feel like reading, more like a waking dream of a richer and more wonderful life in which Mowgli, Mary Poppins, the Hundred and One Dalmatians, Bilbo Baggins and Pippi Longstocking were herself. In time, she learnt to be aware of how this was created, and of the precise combinations of words that summoned their effect, but the magic never faded. To sink into a story, old or new, was to enter another world of beauty, emotion, intrigue and danger, a better world in which people talked to each other about what mattered, and things happened.


The Fol Bookshop was the antechamber to wonders. There, among its second-hand Everymans and nearly new paperbacks, she had found many treasured copies of poetry, plays and, above all, fiction, much of it long since fallen out of fashion but almost all of it of interest and delight. Anything that old Mr Kenward gave shelf space to was good, and he also stocked new books and the latest issues of the TLS and the Literary Review, alongside comfortable chairs in which to read beneath good lights. There was even a wood-burning stove for days in which the rain lashed down and the damp felt never-ending. It was a glorious shop, with a bottle-green bay window that displayed its latest treasures on fishing nets, like treasure dragged up from the deep. She almost dreaded going there, knowing she would spend all her earnings, and yet it was the joy of her childhood.


‘I don’t know why you bother,’ her mother said to her once she became a teenager. ‘They only take up space.’


‘Mr Kenward says that a book makes you king of infinite space, though it might also give you bad dreams.’


‘Such nonsense! Why don’t you learn hairdressing, like your cousin Mor?’


‘Because I’m more interested in what’s inside people’s heads than outside them.’


Apart from Mr Kenward, she had nobody else to discuss books with. Her schoolfellows were the usual mixture of kindness and unkindness, but their lives revolved around games, sport, dancing, falling in and out of love and jumping off the quayside into the harbour for fun. Hannah learnt to aspire to more. The stories she read all seemed to be about the desirability of doing so, whether this was by the granting of wishes or by harsh endeavour. She longed to escape the small, mean tedium of the life into which she had been born.


She had another, more private, reason for this. Not knowing the identity of her father caused her to dream of being the secret daughter of somebody interesting. Knotshead had been full of the children of celebrities, aristocrats, multimillionaires and artists: it was entirely possible that one of these had impregnated her mother. Holly never told her who he was, only that she hated him for betraying her.


Holly, too, had tried to escape. She had not wanted to return to Cornwall, but felt, as a single mother, that she had no other option. A council house and a job as the school nurse in St Piran Sixth Form College proved her decision was sound. Hannah never felt the lack of brothers and sisters because she had her Aunt Loveday, and Loveday’s husband Sam, her uncles and all her Penrose cousins, especially Mor, who was closest to her in age. But there were no books in any of their homes. Apart from the Bible there were just two in her mother’s bungalow: a Reader’s Digest selection of bestsellers by James Herriot, and a cloth-bound copy of Great Expectations in such poor condition that it was years before Hannah could bear to open any Dickens at all. Yet she still loved books, and for all Holly’s complaints about how they took up too much space, returning to this room felt as if she was returning to the hidden core of her deepest self. These were not the set texts she had taken to university or studied for exams, which remained in London in a reproachful huddle. Here were the myths and fairy tales, children’s books and poems that had made her who she was.


Only Mr Kenward understood this.


‘“People say that life is the thing, but I prefer reading”,’ he’d said to Hannah when they first became friends, and although she later came to know it as a quotation it had struck her with an electrifying force.


‘That’s how I feel, exactly.’


‘Then you must borrow whatever you can’t buy, my dear. Not the living authors – they must be paid for, like any worker – but the dead don’t.’


‘I should like to read both,’ Hannah answered. Her love of books became her ladder up and out of the land where she was born. All the Cornish young knew they must leave, because there were no jobs if they stayed.


‘I know I’ll lose you too, once you grow up,’ Holly told her. ‘As long as you come back often.’


‘I will, Mum, I promise,’ Hannah would reply; though ever since she had been with Jake, her visits were fraught with mortification.


‘Oh God,’ she said aloud.


Outside was Mum’s car, a little hatchback the colour of rain – for Cornish rain has its own colour, a soft greenish grey. Normally, she would have worried about the battery running down, but the garage had installed a big red key in the passenger footwell which she could turn to cut off the power – a kill-switch it was called. If only there were one for the human heart, too.


The last time the car had been driven was Easter, because Holly, already pale and frail, wanted to go out to a favourite spot on the cliffs.


‘I want my ashes scattered here when I go.’


Hannah brought Maisy that time; it was easy to pretend that Jake was once again too busy. They sat there, three generations, watching the sea crinkle beneath them like tin foil. Maisy made a crown for her grandmother out of daisies.


‘I’ll treasure that, my lovely,’ Holly said, bending her thin neck so it could be looped over her head.


‘I hope you feel better soon, Granny.’


Holly smiled with an effort. ‘My father, your great-grandfather, would have loved you.’


Having a kind father, or even a good grandfather, is one of the worst things a girl can have, because it gives a woman the delusion that all men are like that. Her grandfather Dan was almost illiterate, but he could and did turn his hand to anything that had gone wrong in the home and he helped Holly so much that it was thanks to him that her mother’s bungalow was snug and nicely painted, with shelves and cupboards and storm windows to keep out the gales. He was the sort who, when he found a stray kitten, or a fledgling bird would put it into his breast pocket and carry it home to safety. She was twelve when a lorry driver from Humble Pies crashed into him, killing him instantly.


The compensation money took a long time to come through, and when it did, it was shared among his four children as his wife died soon after. But it was enough to reassure Hannah that she could leave for university. Her mother wanted her to aim high, though she also tried to warn her when she went to Durham.


‘Remember, we’re not English, we’re Cornish.’


‘Mum, I’m sure that the north-east won’t be all that different from the south-west.’


It was, of course. Hannah had never felt so foreign in her life, but then she had never met anyone black or Muslim or posh or northern before, and now she had friends who were at least one of these. Everything was new and exciting, but especially the knowledge that she could spend the next three years reading and thinking. She plunged into Chaucer, Malory and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. At last, she had arrived in a place where her mind could expand like a foot released from a too-tight shoe.


Most of all, she liked living in the Castle, a place that not even communal living could strip of romance. Every student wanted to live in the Castle, in the heart of the medieval city, and everyone applied for it, but she had been one of the lucky ones.


‘You know bits of it were in the Harry Potter films?’ said her new friend Nazneen. ‘How cool is that?’


Places change personality. Hannah lost her Cornish accent; Nazneen (‘call me Naz’) shed her spectacles; boys who had never thought twice about barging ahead suddenly opened doors for girls; girls who had lived all their lives in a mould of studious shyness became outspoken and outgoing. Hannah cycled through being an aspiring actor, a student journalist and an activist for Labour in her first two terms. Of course, Castle students were different from the rest. Its fantasy of high ceilings and arched windows, thick granite walls and ornamental plaster gave them the feeling of belonging to an elite body. Even in her fondest fantasies, she had never imagined living in such grandeur.


Many of them were born to this world anyway. Well over half had been privately educated or had gone to pushy state schools where everyone got three A*s at A level. Nobody came from the south-west. When they learnt that Hannah came from Cornwall, these same people often grew mistyeyed over summers at Rock, Fowey, St Ives and Fol.


‘Such a lovely part of the world,’ they would say. They imagined that she must live in a whitewashed fisherman’s cottage just like the ones they had rented and spend her life surfing and eating cream teas.


When Hannah went back at Christmas, she saw her home with new eyes. She had never found it beautiful, but now she perceived that St Piran was sordid. Her mother’s bungalow wasn’t shabby-chic, just shabby. Her uncle’s pub was hideous. Above all, she was ashamed because it was unworthy of Jake.


Jake strode about the Castle as if it were his own. He looked like King Arthur in Merlin, spoke in the loud, confident voice of those bred to call across rolling acres and wore a gold signet ring on the little finger of his right hand. Hannah didn’t know what this meant but he’d been to a famous school and lived in a large house in the Home Counties with a swimming pool and a tennis court to which some students had been invited for his birthday party. Even for Durham, where many students were unusually large, loud and ebullient, he seemed sophisticated. The first time she saw his bright blond head it gave her a strange feeling. Very soon, it became the only thing she took any notice of.


Yet, being Hannah, she could not help being sardonic.


‘Another one taking his degree in beer,’ was what she said when she saw him vomiting in the street. ‘Don’t worry, mate, the white wine came up with the fish and the red wine came up with the meat.’ The friends she was with thought it hilarious, but secretly she only wanted him to notice her.


Her mother could see that she had changed. They had always enjoyed chatting, but suddenly they had nothing in common. Hannah hated phrases like ‘turkey with all the trimmings’, and slumping in front of the TV, and she was mortified that they had plastic windows. She loathed the way all her relations failed to put a hand over their mouths when yawning, thought burping was funny and demonstrated a hundred other instances of coarse behaviour. They knew she was different, and Mor went so far as to call her a snob. She couldn’t help it.


‘I’m sorry, Mum, but I think I should go back early,’ she said on Boxing Day.


‘I expect you want to get back to your studies, don’t you?’


‘Yes.’


Her experience of sex was minimal. Geoff and Hannah were the only two geeks in their year, friends who rid each other of their virginity after A levels. The experience had been painful and devoid of any emotion but embarrassment, but at least she did not have to worry about seeming like an innocent. Sex with Jake would be different. Night after night she dreamt of him, with such vividness that she felt as experienced as the most promiscuous of her new friends. Possessed by longing, she hung around him, picking up scraps of information, and rereading Jane Austen for guidance. She imagined saying to Jake, ‘You are a gentleman; I am a gentleman’s daughter.’ It might even be true.


Yet Jake’s canon was so different from hers that they might as well have been studying different subjects. He hated Hardy, laughed at D. H. Lawrence and dismissed all women writers. Anyone who was not white and either American or European did not exist. Conrad was his man, alongside a handful of other authors like Byron, Waugh, Amis and Nabokov, whose chief characteristics seemed to be aggressive virility or aristocratic lineage.


‘The novel is an outmoded form, like the railway,’ Jake said in a seminar. ‘We should be studying film instead. Or, ultimately, video gaming.’ He had a languid, drawling way of speaking that seemed to her the quintessence of posh.


‘But don’t you think that there’s something about putting thoughts and feelings into language that is important?’ Hannah asked. She wanted to be challenging but it came out as diffident.


‘Why bother? The only stories people remember are what they read as children.’


While other students either laughed or bristled, Hannah was fascinated. She had never encountered anyone like him. She longed to be in love; in her imagination she was a sister to Elizabeth Bennet, Dorothea Brooke and Jane Eyre, and this is only a small step to falling in love with the most arrogant man who happens to be around. From fiction she had learnt that nothing was impossible to women with intelligence and application. It did not occur to her that the stories about poor, plain women winning their heart’s desire had been written by poor, plain women who had nothing but genius to recommend them.


The idea that she had applied to university to learn became almost quaint. Why should she read about heroines, instead of becoming one herself? What she had come to Durham for, she believed, was to find her soulmate, and this was unmistakably Jake. She began to study how she could elevate herself to his notice. After scrutinising Jake’s many girlfriends, she deduced that from now on she must wear plain fabric, wedge heels, discreet make-up, and no glitter. Her hair should be lighter, and above all she should have less flesh on her body. It was easy, as a student, to lose 10 lbs and at the end of her first year, her cousin Mor (who still used her qualification in hairdressing, though she was now training to be a chef) transformed her to a blonde.


‘Is it all right?’ Hannah asked anxiously. Mor was the closest to her in age, but (not being academic) was another Penrose failure, though the cousins were still friends.


‘You look amazing, Han. Go get him!’


Hannah blushed, and tossed her head. ‘We’ll see.’


Her real masterstroke was, however, house-hunting.


Every winter, university towns go into ferment as students compete for the best places to rent in their second and third years. Lulled into a false sense of security, Castle students were especially prone to being late, so Hannah made it her business to look early. She unearthed a narrow Victorian house whose landlord was prepared to let to three undergraduates because of its poor insulation, dismal condition and storage heaters. Even so, her mother had to guarantee the rent; all summer in Cornwall, Hannah cleaned houses, pulled beer and waited tables to pay back the deposit, risking disaster if two other students wouldn’t rent with her. Everything was staked on the anticipation that Jake would leave it to the last moment.


She changed her Facebook image to show her new, blonde look, and after many attempts to sound casual, messaged him.


Hi! We have a spare room in town that we’re looking to fill. Interested?


‘Are you sure?’ Naz asked. She’d agreed, much to Hannah’s relief, to be one of the other co-tenants after working all summer as a mother’s help. ‘He’s quite . . . well, entitled.’


‘He’ll be the most fun,’ Hannah said.


‘That’s what I’m worried about,’ Nazneen muttered. ‘Still . . . I feel like an impostor here anyway.’


‘Do you? I don’t,’ said Hannah, surprised.


‘You don’t feel it because you are one. An impostor.’


Hannah was hurt by her friend’s bluntness. ‘Am I? How can you tell?’


‘I’m a Londoner,’ Naz answered. ‘We are born with bullshit detectors.’


September came, and, as hoped, Jake accepted the offer. Hannah raced round with fresh paint and bleach, dressing the house as if making the set for a play, and even planting flowers in a pot by the front door. After he moved in – his mother rolled up in a Range Rover, bulging with a goose-feather duvet, a pad for the mattress, a giant TV set and a coffee-maker – they had a house-warming party. Hannah wore a sprigged white cotton dress with a low-cut bodice, a vintage Laura Ashley find that she knew suited her. He told her that she looked ‘like a milk-maid waiting to be fucked’.
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