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About the Book


They say you know instinctively who to trust.


Alice is normal; she’d never do anything rash. But when she sees her husband one day with a younger girl, she knows at once that he’s having an affair.  And it must be stopped.


Vic loves her friend Michael, more than he knows. He wants happiness, and thinks he’s found it with the magnetic Estella.  But Vic feels sure she can’t be trusted – and she needs to make Michael see that too.


They don’t know Kaya; her life is tougher than they can imagine.  But Kaya’s a survivor, and she’s determined to find a way out of her miserable world.


Three women, three lives that come crashing together in this dark, lyrical and utterly enthralling story of warped perceptions, female intuition and ‘the other woman’.
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PART ONE




ALICE


Alice Rooke, the doctor’s wife, is preparing dinner for six. She is the only person in the kitchen full of fireless yellow light, flameless oven heat, though the mirror facing the window tricks her occasionally into glancing up in the belief that someone else is standing outside the window, looking in. But it is only ever her reflected self, following her usual routes across the large room. The Victorian tiles of the floor, a strict kaleidoscopic pattern of ochre, white, blue and red, have been perceptibly worn down into their most used paths over the years, and Alice likes to think of the women of previous centuries doing what she is doing; though the former pantry doorway is a ghost in the wall, the great old table’s place is taken by a marble-topped breakfast bar, and the Belfast sink at which she washes the invisible chemicals off her vegetables is an expensive reproduction.


Alice doesn’t know quite why it reassures her to call up an entirely imagined connection to the history of the house, but it does: the idea of standing not alone, but at the end of a queue, stretching right back into the beginning of things. It gives her a sense of sense; of the possibility that there is nothing so very catastrophic in having bought the wrong thing for dinner, with no idea of how to cook it. 


Alice has never been an ambitious cook, so she isn’t sure why today she found herself abruptly sick of her usual variations on chicken breasts and purchased a whole salmon, which she has no idea what to do with. She hefts the weight of it in both hands, its cold slippery muscle, the solidity of it. The eye fixes on her with the flatness of pyrrhic victory. She repacks the eviscerated body with lemon slices, embalms it in salt and white wine, then wraps it in silver foil, neat as a dead pharaoh. The Egyptians, she remembers from a trip to the British Museum with Ben, preserved not only their kings but also various animals, their god-pets, ready for the afterlife. Though, in the end, it was not quite the afterlife they had intended: discovery, excavation, and a display case at the museum. A painted zoo behind glass: hawks, baboons, cats, fish.


Ben was startled by the display. He was eight then, and easily surprised by life. Even now he lacks the protective casing of his friends, their clumsy displays of intellectual superiority, their rowdy physical prowess. Alice has always worried about him. When he began walking home from school by himself, she used to look out for him approaching up the hill, trailing blue-blazered in a small group of boys, moving messily, uneconomically, along low garden walls and kerbs like animals pushing at the outer edges of their pens. She watched for the signs of betrayal in the faces of his companions. Though she still looks with concern at his slenderness – his skin undented, without the cuts and scabs of the others, but seeming conversely more damageable – she has relaxed more these days; let go of the need to locate herself in the sitting room at half past three, to watch him turn in at the drive.
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Alice puts the silver-bandaged fish into the oven and goes to the sitting room to look out of the window, without real purpose: neither Ben nor Jasper is due home yet. The road beyond the house is January-dark, as settled a dark as if it has always been night-time on this tree-studded hill, the dim gold of the streetlights extending partway into the long drives of the Victorian houses muffled by their conifers and fence panels, met by the lights of each house now that most people are home, now that the nocturnal life of the road has begun. 


Alone in the house, Alice can feel the uneasy boundary between interior and exterior. She senses it with her skin, her hairs rising in a shiver. The night chill is close; the English winter, dripping and penetrating, draws in with a claustrophobic intent, pushing at the windows as if it might find one open, and pour inside like ink. And the house is too large for one person: she doesn’t have the personal vitality to animate it, to be anything more than a small sound, flitting between rooms. 


Alice tries not to think too much about the approaching evening, which is headed with absolute certainty towards disaster; the only question being what scale of disaster: tsunami or school bus crash. She stops herself there, guiltily. She remembers a poem of her school days in which Sylvia Plath compared her own pains to those of the Holocaust. A tasteless move – and one she can’t approve – but a bold one, nonetheless. As an assertion it has its own loud grandeur. Her own territory is that of hesitancy, the small gesture. Raised eyebrows, sighs, a ceaseless wondering of ‘perhaps’ and ‘are you sure?’. 


Tonight their guests are a strange collection: pieces from very different puzzles. She and Jasper have chosen a couple each; Alice’s selected partly in the hope that they will ease the awkward edges and gaps of Jasper’s couple. She hasn’t met Jasper’s colleague Robert before, but the stories, when Jasper tells them, aren’t encouraging. Accustomed to hearing only about ‘Bloody Robert’, she hadn’t expected the arrival of Bloody Robert in her home, like some legend of a Scottish chieftain, post-massacre, swathed in gore and tartan.


‘I thought you didn’t like Robert?’ she said to Jasper.


‘What gave you that idea?’ Jasper was surprised.


‘You said he was an idiot.’


‘That was when I first arrived at the practice. We play golf together now.’ He contemplates this, then adds, ‘He’s still an idiot.’


About Robert’s wife, Amelia, Alice hasn’t heard anything at all.


Then there is her couple, Oliver and Maya. Oliver is an old friend of hers from university, part of a circle that used to include his now ex-wife, Sophia. Sophia was always the beauty of the group, a blonde with a charming way of receiving compliments, her appetite for which led her into several affairs. After the last of these, Oliver spent a few months drinking too much, then moved to Australia and took up surfing, then finally came back looking, if not exactly happy, at least tanned. Alice was surprised to see him when he came back: not only his body but his face visibly hardened, as if the salt water had eroded all soft tissue matter, leaving only the polished elements of a man. Oliver’s new frame has been predictably attractive to women; Maya being the latest to fall under its spell, almost three months ago.


‘I thought three months shows commitment. Seriousness,’ she explained to Jasper.


‘Pity about him and Sophia,’ Jasper said, blandly. ‘She was always good company.’


‘I’m sure Maya will be very nice.’


Jasper raised his eyebrows. He isn’t enthusiastic about meeting new people. He says he has enough friends, enough protection against solitude, and can’t see the point beyond that.
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Alice reacts immediately and predictably when she hears Jasper’s arrival. She knows her own involuntary motions: the jump of the heart, the quiver of the hands, moving up to her hair, obsessively smoothing. Even after so many years together, she still hasn’t quite got used to Jasper. She doesn’t feel the luxury – the laziness – of ownership. She watches him secretly like a girl watches a handsome teacher, his ghostly frown, his downturned mouth when he is reading a journal, or even watching television, investing the most trivial of his activities with a grave solemnity, so that she finds herself worrying about interrupting him. She admires his height, his dark hair – still thick – and his near-black eyes, hung around with their heavy lashes. She is incapable of laughing about him to her friends, or teasing him to his face, which is just as well, because Jasper doesn’t like to be the subject of a joke.


‘Fucking traffic,’ Jasper says, coming in and administering a brisk kiss to her cheek, ‘Where’s Ben – upstairs? How’s everything?’


‘He got in ten minutes ago; he’s playing computer games in his room. Everything’s fine, though we might have to eat a little later. I made an error of judgement –’ she laughs, hearing it as a thin sound, a flutter of apology – ‘I bought a whole salmon. I had to look up some recipes for sauces, and I realised it’ll take longer to cook. Not too much longer. Just half an hour.’


‘Why did you buy it?’ Jasper enquires, eyebrows elevated.


‘Oh, I don’t know. A silly moment, I suppose. Sorry.’


‘It’s fine.’ He takes off his coat, speckled with rain, and starts to go upstairs. He turns at the top and calls back down, ‘I’ll just book a restaurant next time. Easier for everyone.’ 


Alice stands at the foot of the stairs for a little while, leaning on the banister, head turned upwards, as if Jasper will reappear. Only his sounds travel down to her; the clunk of the stiff bedroom door, the noise of two shoes falling, the rattle of clothes hangers. Then she goes back to the kitchen to check on the fish.
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Looking around the dinner table, reflecting the imprecise ovals of the faces above it like a pool, Alice considers the various ways a gathering of people might fail to connect. You can push people together like a heap of sticks, soak them in alcohol, wave a match over them, and yet something refuses to ignite. A few difficult guests stall the conversation. The reliable entertainers start looking at their watches and wondering when they can escape. And yet the dinner must limp on, until everyone can go, gratefully, to bed.


To her right, Oliver has been grounded by Bloody Robert’s impenetrable politics. Opposite, Jasper is tolerating Robert’s wife, Amelia, with nothing to indicate his discomfort except a longer, narrower stare. Alice is half relieved to see that Amelia – her laugh bordering on the wild, her hand shaking as it closes on her wine glass (‘Robert thinks I drink too much, don’t you, Robert?’) – is something of a liability; she hopes that Jasper’s complaints, later, will focus on that, and not his irritation at the late dinner. Oliver’s new girlfriend Maya (as Alice will probably think of her for the next few years, or at least until the memory of Sophia’s sexual devastation has faded) is beautiful but silent. Whether out of shyness or boredom, she has said very little since arriving, confining herself to keenly nodding and smiling in the way of someone who doesn’t speak much English, which isn’t the case.


After a few bottles of wine, Robert and Jasper begin to debate something or other, and Oliver turns to talk to Alice, telling her a story that makes her laugh: laughter that – for the first time that evening – is not decided upon, but shaken into sound; an involuntary upwards movement. Oliver smiles at her in the settling warmth of it, moving his hand across to hers, as if to touch or tap it, but at the last moment laying it on the table instead, where it forms a neighbourly companionship with her own. She glances at the corded infrastructure of it, brown and round nailed. Then her own: white – too white – allowing the blue trails of veins to leach through. Thinning skin. She has noticed that when she pinches the skin on the back of her hand, it keeps its shape for a moment, before subsiding. She moves her hand into her lap.


‘Oh, why don’t we play charades?’ Amelia calls suddenly, her face alight, tense and clenched with fun. 


Robert looks over and frowns. ‘No,’ he says. 


Amelia shrugs and turns to Jasper, saying (in the distinct, high voice she apparently uses for asides): ‘Robert’s in a bad mood because our son’s been expelled from school.’


‘Oh, really?’ Jasper says, becoming interested in this misfortune.


‘You ought to keep an eye on yours,’ Amelia says. ‘One minute they’re quiet and well behaved and well – just your little boy. The next—’


‘Amelia,’ Robert interrupts, low-browed with suppressed rage. ‘Nobody wants to hear about this.’ 


There is a moment of violence in the air, a crackable, brilliant tension, until Alice brightly announces that she’s going to check on the pudding, and everyone starts talking overenthusiastically about how much they are looking forward to it. 


Outside the dining room she feels a change in pressure, like a diver coming up to the surface. Instead of going to the kitchen she goes up the stairs to Ben’s room. She finds him asleep, lying on top of the bed sheets in his pyjamas, a dropped video game controller next to his hand. His slight body is lit by the blue-flickering sun of the television screen, the only light in the room, showing his arms up: pale, too delicate. 


She unfolds and refolds Ben in the duvet, as he shifts and murmurs something; the slurred language of sleep, untranslatable. He wouldn’t allow this tucking in if he were fully conscious: he is fierce about his autonomies. Perhaps she could take advantage of his docility now to sing something to him; read a story, perhaps. But that might be pushing it, and she needs to go back to the party, make sure it hasn’t clattered to a total halt. She strokes Ben’s warm forehead for a moment, brushing the fine hair back from it, then turns off the television and goes back downstairs.
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Alice arrives with the plum tart as Robert is saying loudly to Jasper: ‘I can safely say I know patients. I know which of them are drugs types and which aren’t. I know when they’re trying to pull the wool over my eyes.’ 


Jasper brings his eyebrows up and together, an expression that has always looked attractively wolfish to Alice, though in the past it has occasionally been taken for arrogance.


‘Someone really clever could pull the wool over any doctor’s eyes,’ he says. ‘And too solid a belief in one’s own infallible judgement might, in fact, help them to do so.’


‘Someone really clever doesn’t get addicted to drugs,’ Robert says, with an air of coup de grâce.


‘Now …’ Oliver begins, but the protest is lost in the ensuing tussle between Robert and Jasper, playing their famous addicts as if in a strange game of top trumps. 


Alice can tell that Jasper thinks he is wiser than Robert – pompous Robert, telling them about methamphetamine through a mouthful of fragmented pastry – but it strikes her for the first time that neither of them are as wise as they believe themselves to be. They don’t feel the need to preface their opinions with ‘I think’; presenting their own conclusions as unalterable fact. They talk about disciplines – writing, sport, economics – as if they could have mastered any of them, but didn’t bother. And in this, their artificially tightened circle of society, so far from either the bottom or the top, they can argue; two big fish lording it over their small pond. 


Not hungry, Alice levers a glossy plum from its sugary bed and eats it thoughtfully. She contemplates her disloyal thought: new and untested, floating in on a tide of wine, coming to rest on the empty shore. She isn’t sure what she will do with it when tomorrow comes, if it is still there.


‘The fact is,’ Robert says loudly, as if speaking over dissenters, ‘The fact is, we are responsible for ourselves. We can choose whether to do drugs or not. We have free will.’


‘According to Spinoza there is no free will,’ Jasper says. ‘We are shaped by our circumstances, limited by our own innate abilities, limited by our own bodies. Someone who isn’t born really clever, for example, is handicapped by that. Their free will is limited.’


‘Let’s not get into philosophy,’ Robert says, irritated.


‘No, let’s not,’ Amelia says. ‘This is far too highbrow for me. I never understand what Robert’s talking about half the time.’ 


At this point Alice catches Oliver’s eye, having avoided it so far, and they exchange a near-smile, a moment of smuggled amusement. 


When she clears the plates away later, she thinks of the fish, which turned out perfectly. Not that it will be remembered, when people look back on tonight. They will remember the claustrophobic feel of the conversation, the intimation of cruelty, of boredom. They will remember the press of winter at the glass dividing inside from outside, where the rain and blown leaves whirl savagely in the night, the comparative quietness of the table under its refined lamplight. Not a simple division. Not without the possibility of breach.


[image: ImageMissing]


Alice takes her make-up off sitting on the edge of the bed, facing away from Jasper. It seems a bit much for him to have to watch the beauty wiped from her, stroke by stroke. At forty-two, she doesn’t like to watch it herself; avoiding mirrors at the end of the night, the glimpses of the skin concertinaing around her eyes, the slippage around the jaw, the beginnings of the disappearance of the substrata of fat that she never even knew about when she was young; has learned to worry about in the same way that she was warned about lakes shrinking, polar caps melting, the ozone layer wearing thin. 


‘At a certain age,’ Alice’s mother used to say, before she reached that age herself, ‘everyone starts to look like their own caricature.’ 


Jasper, behind her, yawns. ‘You’re not going to be much longer, are you?’ he asks. ‘I’m exhausted.’


‘Just one more minute. Sorry.’ Then, to hear the worst – ‘Did you have a good night?’


‘I think we both know it was a bit of a disaster, wasn’t it?’ 


She laughs, relieved, before she realises that he isn’t including her as a fellow survivor, but as the irresponsible captain of their stricken ship.


‘It was a bad start with the late dinner,’ he carries on. ‘And what on earth was wrong with Maya? She barely said a word.’ 


Alice gets into bed next to him, his ceiling-facing, straight-nosed profile emerging sternly from its dark hair.


‘Light out?’


‘Yes, thank you.’ Jasper pauses for a moment, then continues, more gently, ‘Robert made a bit of a fool of himself on a few things, I thought.’


‘I thought so too.’


‘What was that about the death penalty? He sounded like a Daily Mail editorial.’


‘Death for rioters,’ says Alice, sliding down to meet the sleep that flows up from the pillowy bed, the dense white sheets.


‘Bloody Robert,’ says Jasper, laughing softly, then turns and resettles himself in the bed and, before long, she hears the sounds of him moving off into unconsciousness; arrhythmic breathing, slight movements of his lips, the occasional chuffing in his throat. She remembers when they were first sharing beds: her rolling like a raindrop into the gully between his arm and chest, to put her head in the yielding well of his neck. After a while it would begin to feel uncomfortable and they would move apart, the while getting shorter and shorter over the years, sustained by less and less patience, until it vanished altogether.
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The next morning, Alice is the last person in the house to wake up. Ben is in the kitchen pouring himself a bowl of brightly coloured cereal. She watches him for a moment; his oversized hands and feet, milk-stained red T-shirt, eyes the same blue as her own, with her own expression of faint uncertainty. Jasper is in his study with the door closed; a faint smell of coffee marking his progress from the kitchen like a smoke trail.


‘Sleep well?’ she asks Ben.


‘Yeah.’


‘I tucked you in,’ she says playfully. ‘I haven’t done that for a while. You were fast asleep.’ 


Ben is immediately outraged. ‘Mum…’


‘It serves you right for playing computer games until you pass out. Next time you’ll remember you’re leaving yourself vulnerable to acts of maternal love.’ 


‘Whatever,’ says Ben. ‘Can I go to the park?’ 


‘Not today, sweetie. We’re going to Granny’s for lunch, remember.’ She fetches a cloth to wipe up the milk splashes on the black marble, a constellation of cereal hoops; the small galaxies of housewifery. 


‘Okay,’ Ben says, leaving reluctantly to get ready, to Alice’s relief. It is only at the last minute that he makes his plea, turning halfway through the trudge to find his shoes: ‘If Dad isn’t going, why do I have to go?’ 


Alice tries not to cast a reproachful look in the direction of the sitting room, in which Jasper has settled down to watch cricket. He rarely visits her mother, and doesn’t see why she should either.


(‘Why do you put yourself through it?’ he asks, reasonably. ‘Guilt? Duty?’


‘She’s alone in the country,’ is Alice’s reply.


‘She could move. She just likes to demonstrate her power by making people drive out to see her’.)


‘Because Granny likes to see you,’ Alice tells Ben now. ‘And Dad has work to do.’


‘But she doesn’t like me,’ Ben says. ‘She said I was dozy. And she always goes on about the time I broke her cup and saucer. She always says “and the saucer”, like it was on purpose that I broke both, but if she hadn’t been making me hold them both, I wouldn’t have dropped them both, would I, when the dog jumped at me –’ he pauses, frowning, collecting new sorrows – ‘I don’t like those dogs.’ 


At this point Jasper calls from the sitting room, ‘Alice, if he doesn’t want to go, let him stay. I’ll look after him’, at which Ben turns such a shining look of gratitude in his father’s direction that Alice is tempted to inform him that Jasper isn’t, in fact, helping Ben, but scoring a point against his old enemy, Tamara; but she swallows it, bulky in her throat, and leaves them both at home.
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The gravelled drive at Pembers, Tamara’s large grey manor house, has always been a problem for Alice. She would prefer to sit in the stilled car and gather herself and her thoughts for a moment in preparation for her mother, who might otherwise catch at a loose end and unravel her, but the sonic rockslide that announces her arrival makes this moment of quiet time impossible. Already, as she turns off the engine, she can hear the barking of the dogs. As Alice gets out of the car, Tamara appears in the doorway, erect and formidable as a general, if there ever was a general with a wind-blown silver bob and a lavender cardigan. She always puts on her war paint, even for Alice; her eyes dark, her mouth pearly pink. The two large white poodles jump around her, snapping their long, many-toothed snouts like crocodiles.


‘Oh goodness me, Alice, they’re only playing,’ Tamara cries merrily, as one feints at Alice’s dangling fingers. ‘You always look so nervous.’ Tamara leads Alice into the house, talking about deadlines in a way that implies she is inconvenienced by Alice’s visit, which she had coerced Alice into the week before by reminding her that she was alone in the country. Tamara writes a column for a national paper, called Pastoral Living (‘Out to Pasture,’ Jasper calls it), in which she tells charming little stories about chaffinches and dispenses lifestyle advice: ‘The farmhouse kitchen need not become a stale idea. Add a twist with these perspex chairs.’ ‘The asparagus is poking its divine green spears up to the sky. To keep asparagus blight at bay use a natural and age-old trick – sprinkle lemon juice on the soil.’


In the kitchen of hanging copper pans and Spode-crowded dressers, Tamara opens several cupboards looking for the teapot.


‘Isn’t the housekeeper here today?’ Alice asks.


‘Housekeeper?’ birdcalls Tamara. ‘Some of us live a simple existence where we don’t rely on staff. Don’t you ever read my column?’ Alice blinks, silenced by the shamelessness of this, and puzzled by the insinuation that she herself has staff.


‘So, where is Ben today?’ Tamara, discovering the teapot, turns sharply with it and raises her eyebrows at Alice.


‘Oh, he had a birthday party I’d forgotten about. I’m so disorganised these days.’


‘I suppose birthday parties are more fun than grandmothers,’ Tamara says, unconvincingly. ‘I certainly wouldn’t want Ben to be forced to visit me.’


‘He loves visiting you.’


‘Yes, well,’ Tamara says, looking reprovingly at the teacups as if they might tell a different story, ‘I always used to make sure you visited your grandparents when you were young. I didn’t want you to turn to me one day, after their death, and say, “Mummy, why didn’t I see more of them, when I had the chance?” … do you still take sugar?’ 


Alice, trying to decide which of the problems with this faulty reminiscence to address first – the most obvious being that she has no memory of ever visiting her maternal grandparents, the most unexpected being that Tamara has always hated being called Mummy – hesitates too long over her answer, so that Tamara begins tapping her spoon impatiently against the teapot, as if demanding a speech, until Alice says finally, lamely, ‘No sugar, thank you.’ 


She looks out into the long garden, dimmed and greyed by the arrival of rain. The lawn is as smooth and flat as a murky pool, rhododendron bushes floating stately across its calm surface. She remembers sitting on the grass as a child, her dolls arranged around her, having an awkward picnic. Even when she was doing all the voices her parties were not a success.


‘So, how is Jasper?’ Tamara asks.


‘He has work. He’s got a lot of work at the moment,’ Alice says.


‘I read in the papers the other day that GPs are cutting their opening hours,’ Tamara says. ‘It’s causing all sorts of problems. People have to go to A and E instead. Waiting weeks for appointments.’


‘I don’t think that’s happened at Jasper’s surgery,’ Alice says mildly.


‘Oh, give it time,’ Tamara says, with her rattled-chandelier laugh. ‘Everyone wants to do the minimum. That’s the problem with society these days.’
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Driving away from the house, Alice tries to picture her father, Edward, whom she saw very little of before he died of a stroke when she was eleven. She remembers his arrivals at home, late evening; a truncated black shape forming in the glass of the front door. He sometimes asked her a few questions; about her schoolwork mostly, though his vague blue eyes didn’t really look at her, and he’d become irritable if she was left out before him too long, like a dirty dinner plate. He and Tamara didn’t seem to like each other: in the short periods of time when they were both at home they would only occasionally come face to face in the hall or on the landing, where they would manage to quickly and comprehensively disagree with each other, before disappearing in different directions. 


According to Spinoza there is no free will, Jasper said. Alice is familiar with this answer of his, plucked from its original setting (University Challenge, possibly, or a newspaper) almost word for word; deposited with a flourish into a conversation, to confound the more easily confounded of his opponents. But she has thought about it, and she thinks of it now; of herself growing up in empty room after empty room, occasionally feeling the movement of the air, the entrance of tension, or disappointment, but not love. Has she been shaped by circumstance? What sort of shape might these circumstances make? Something attenuated, something lean. A bowl shape, a waiting vessel. Or a figurine, china-faced, with its interior vacancy. 


But, she thinks. But. She does have love. This is what she should have explained to Jasper, when he asks why she visits her mother when it clearly upsets her. She does it because she can do it. She can be upset for a little while because there is a clear end to it these days; signalled by the closing of the car door, settling heavy and neat into its socket. Her mother, whether she cares or not, is loved by nobody but Alice. But Alice has Jasper, and that means something, when someone like him could have so many other options. She has Ben, who is nothing if not a distillation of love, unreasonable and complete. Whatever forces acted on her young, mouldable shape, whatever her childhood taught her to expect, she has won – and clung on to – much more than that.
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That night Jasper is out for an old school friend’s birthday so Alice makes dinner for Ben and herself, the oddly opal light of the evening melting through the kitchen window over them: Alice assembling an uninspired salad, Ben sitting at the table, parrying her enquiries about his day.


‘Did you have fun?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Who was there?’


‘Oh … James. Mark. George.’


‘George is new, isn’t he? You only mentioned him last week.’ Ben mutters something.


‘What’s that?’


‘I said George is a girl.’


‘Oh!’ She turns away to raise her eyebrows. ‘Well, if you want to invite her over here, just let me know. It’d be nice to have another girl around, if only briefly.’


‘What’s wrong with us?’ Ben asks. ‘What’s wrong with boys?’ 


Alice hesitates. Despite his studied mumbling, his attitude of being unbothered, Ben is a boy of small but sharply felt hurts. ‘Boys are very nice,’ she says. ‘But girls are nice too.’ 


Ben nods, contented with this neutrality, a statement of nothing much. The worry visibly slips off his face, replaced in turn with a new thought, a signalling blink, a small frown.


‘Why aren’t you going out tonight?’ he asks.


‘Oh, they aren’t my friends. There’s no need for me to be there. And I wanted to stay home tonight.’


‘Why?’


‘Why? Well … to watch a film.’ 


Then because of this, Alice has to find a DVD – Brief Encounter – put it on, and settle herself with a glass of wine and every appearance of enjoyment on the sofa. By the time Ben has gone to bed and she is alone, the cold movement of the wine stinging her throat into pleasurable life, watching the dark train go hooting into the fog, she has subsided into an odd form of contentment: calmly solitary, as if she has always been like this, the sort of woman who can give her attention over to a film and a glass of wine, without feeling the pull, the pressure, of human connection. 


Alice has redecorated the whole house, but the sitting room is the place in which her taste has reached its radiant apotheosis, in which the observation that she ‘really ought to take up interior design – professionally, I mean’ is most often heard. The room is gold and brown like a tiger’s eye; the same spectrum rising and falling in the heavy drop of the curtains, the sheen of the gold sofa, the honey walls, the varnished floorboards glowing like brandy, the twin chiffoniers like coffee. 


She thought once, while studying archaeology at university, that she might be an interior designer. She used to tell people that whenever she was drunk. She probably mentioned it in her first conversation with Jasper, now sadly stricken from the records, written as it was in alcohol; disappearing ink. 


When she first met Jasper, it was the final year of both their courses. She had slept with more people than she should have by that time: she didn’t see the point in saying no. She never minded seeing a boy sidle out of her room late at night, or the next morning, with sometimes only a wave – a sheepish salute – because neither of them could remember each other’s names. On occasion, she’d be surprised by someone coming back to her, asking if she wanted a drink or something. The night she met Jasper she was being busily harassed by one of these returning sexual partners; a boy she had no attraction to, not even now that she was drunk again, and who was beginning to piss her off. 


She was hiding from him on the landing of the party – worn carpet, bare Victorian bannister, open window letting in a small shower of rain from the black sky – when she overheard the conversation next to her. A dark-haired boy talking to a blonde girl, holding both her hands in a way that suggested not intimacy but prevention, keeping her at bay. The blonde girl, her face cloaked by hair, was trying to stop crying.


‘Sorry,’ Alice heard the boy say. ‘I didn’t realise that’s what you wanted.’


‘Yes, you did,’ the girl said. ‘I’m going home.’


‘Sorry,’ the boy said again. His voice sounded muted, respectful, like someone working at a funeral home. It also sounded dishonest. Alice didn’t think he was very sorry. 


The girl rushed past Alice and downstairs, so that for a brief moment she and the dark-haired boy were the only two people on the landing. In the sudden drop of silence they exchanged a look, which was – oddly – not awkward, but something else: a kind of complicity. The moment was interrupted by the appearance of Alice’s admirer (what was his name? She doesn’t know now. She may not even have known back then) and so she exited, pursued by anon. As she left, she knew the dark-haired boy was still watching her, feeling it rather than seeing it, in the way one does. 


The night after that there was another party and when she walked in, already unsteady, there was Jasper, standing in the hall as if he was waiting for her. His eyes had a heat in them, and a changeability, like a dark road melting in the sun, or freshly poured tar, ready to take shape. She went to him, smiling, as if he had been waiting for her, as if she knew him well. 


In the early days, before their roles were silently settled, Alice had the brief, strange experience of being the one who is most wanted. Her previous admirer had put it about that she was a type of succubus, a bewitching devil woman who had kicked him out of bed as quickly as she allowed him into it, leaving him broken hearted and ball-less. Jasper had heard the rumour, saw evidence of it in Alice’s habitually vague, half-smiling manner -and it made her magnetic to him. He called often, arrived at her door with flowers, which, surprised, she laughed at. He went away excited, baffled and determined. By the time they graduated, they were already discussing one-bedroom flats. 


She agreed to his proposals, she thinks, later in bed. It is past three in the morning and she has been woken by the mournful cry of the front door, un-oiled metal on metal. She agreed to be won. Since then, all the asking has been carried out by Alice herself (‘What would you like for dinner?’ ‘What time will you be home?’): many, many small questions, now that the big questions have been settled. 


The stairs sigh one by one, the penultimate step with its familiar creak, then she hears the soft disturbance of the landing carpet, yielding under pressure, before the bedroom door opens. Jasper stands at his side of the bed undressing awkwardly; strenuously quiet, wrestling with his socks and sleeves. She guesses he must be drunk. Finally, he slips like a cat into the sheets beside her, finding his own spot, curling reflexively, before vanishing into the solid coma of his sleep.
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On Sunday, Alice gets out of bed with caution, not wanting to wake Jasper. She takes Ben to the supermarket instead, where they join with the currents of day-time shoppers, treading established routes, following the drift of the usual. Alice notices a figure straying off-course, an old woman in a coat with a matted fur collar. Beneath the colours of her heavily layered face – peach powder and salmon pink rouge – her skin is dead white, blue veined. As she passes, Alice can make out what the woman is muttering. ‘Gone,’ she says, ‘gone, gone, gone, gone, gone.’ She picks things up, carries them about, drops them onto other shelves. She puts a lemon, absently, in her pocket, followed by a bottle of whisky. The staff watch her, raise their eyebrows and shrug.


‘What is she doing?’ Ben asks. ‘Is she stealing stuff?’


‘Sssh,’ Alice says. ‘She’s probably not very well.’ 


She remembers a night of her childhood; a dark globe with a small, bright picture at its centre, like a spark in the pupil of an eye. Stage lights blazing, yellow-lit boards, a heavy red velvet curtain. A row of small girls tap dancing, hair in butter-smooth ringlets, feet rattling on the boards like machine-gun fire. One little girl at the end (Alice) dancing slightly out of time. She ran up to her mother afterwards, wearing her showy white dress with red polka dots, holding out the skirt with both hands, and an old woman turned, looked at her and said in a loud and ominous voice: ‘Blood and bandages.’ 


Tamara glanced at her and drew Alice away, as if the old woman might be about to grab or bite, though really there was nothing threatening about her, standing with a plain canvas bag and large glasses with pink rims, a smell of drying raincoats and old cigarettes and an air of defiance.


‘I hope she’s here for one of those children from the estate,’ Tamara murmured to her friend, raising her eyebrows. ‘Not just wandered in off the street.’ 


Tamara’s friend laughed and Alice craned her head around to inspect the woman properly. She had crossed the hall to the table of cakes and was helping herself, creating her own enchanted circle of space with only her querulous voice, not directed at anybody specific, rippling out in a general field of sound. Tamara said ‘estate’ in the same way she said ‘polyester’ or ‘instant coffee’, but though Alice understood that these things were conditions of inferiority, she did not know why. She herself had mixed feelings about the interloper: a yearning, and an equal repulsion. She watched her in fascination until it was time to leave. 


At home she tells Jasper about the shoplifting woman.


‘I worry about these people. So much for care in the community,’ she finishes.


‘It’s a disgrace,’ Jasper agrees. He is sitting holding a cup of coffee with both hands.


‘So what happened to you last night?’ Alice asks, when it appears the information won’t be volunteered.


‘I can’t even remember.’ Jasper shrugs with exaggerated confusion, a gesture so unlike him that Alice feels her skin tighten, as if drawing in around her. Lucky not to be an animal at these times, to be made obvious by the turn of an ear, a lifted lip, such visible rearrangements. ‘We went to some late-opening bar, then I remember a taxi home. Completely overcharged me. I’m probably too old for this.’


‘Probably,’ Alice agrees. He frowns. A quick appearance of wrinkles gathers around his eyebrows, folding the smooth, untanned skin. Jasper has always looked younger than he is. Though he would never admit to it, she knows he is pleased by his evasion of the downward forces of time, pulling the rest of his peers into the grave, one jowl, one eye bag at a time. The year he turned forty he hid his birthday cards and announced that, instead of a party, he, Alice and Ben would be spending the fortnight in Croatia.


‘I tried not to wake you when I came home. I don’t even know what time it was.’


Now Alice shrugs. ‘I didn’t hear you get in.’
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On Monday, Alice collects Ben from football practice; standing by the open car door and making small talk with a couple of other parents as their mud-slicked sons tease each other and kick aimlessly at the wet leaves. The boys and their parents are tired, as wiped clean of energy as the pale grey sky, the desolate licks of wind that stir them too faintly to move them finally home. 


When Ben gets into the car, crusted crocodilian with mud from the knees downwards, Alice says, ‘Hey, James’s mum just told me you were invited to sleep over at theirs on Saturday, but apparently you told them you had a family party – which obviously we didn’t. Don’t worry, I didn’t drop you in it. But why didn’t you want to go?’


‘Oh,’ Ben says, flatly. She looks over at him, his face turned to the window, luminous in the white grey that falls on him. She wonders whether his studied lack of expression at these times has been learned from Jasper, or from his school friends. The round sweep of his cheek now is as impermeable and blank as a plate.


‘I’m not cross,’ Alice says. ‘Just wondering …?’ 


She has read too many stories about bullied children, no doubt, their photo-smiles scattered across the pages of newspapers, already looking like the past, like years ago. Found in bedrooms or under trees, suspended by cords as friendly and everyday as dressing gown ties, skipping ropes, the wires of games controllers. 


She remembers watching a younger Ben trying to shoo a bluebottle out of the window. The fly ducked and wove, looped out of range of his waved magazine, resisting guidance. Eventually, Jasper, annoyed at the buzzing, took the magazine and swatted the fly.


‘It’s dead,’ Ben said, as if surprised.


‘Don’t worry,’ Alice said quickly, ‘it’s not the same sort of dead as people-dead.’


‘Why?’ Ben said. Jasper picked him up, jostling him gently in mid-air. ‘Because, Buddha, it doesn’t have consciousness or a central nervous system. By which I mean, it doesn’t know it’s alive, and it doesn’t know it’s dead. Cheer up. They only live for a few days anyway.’ 


This is the problem: Ben is gentle. His gentleness is visible even when he is running howling through the wet grass, or glaring down the length of a sniper rifle in his CGI warzones. She hopes it isn’t so visible to everyone as it is to Alice: herself another exposed heart, another soft-centre.


‘Are you getting on with everyone?’ she pushes. ‘Is anyone bothering you, in any way?’


‘No,’ Ben says, scratching his head.


‘Then why spend a night at home with me?’ Alice says. ‘I didn’t even watch a film you liked.’


‘I didn’t want you to be by yourself,’ Ben says. 


Alice is startled. ‘What? You didn’t want me to … why?’


‘I don’t know,’ he says. She is only able to watch him in her peripheral vision: slouching in his seat, the uncertain shrug, the resolutely turned-away face. ‘It seemed like you were sad. I thought I’d keep you company.’


‘Oh, Ben,’ Alice says. She doesn’t know what else to say.
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A few weeks later, Alice is feeling not sadness, exactly, but something approaching it, something wilder and looser than the inertia of sadness, its soft, paralysing weight. She has been carrying out calculations, counting her worry out into neat rows of numbers. In the past week, Jasper has been home more than two hours late on three days out of five; blaming traffic, workloads, drinks with friends. Plus he didn’t come home at all last night, claiming that he went to Windsor and by 9 p.m. had drunk more than four pints, which necessitated a stay with a former colleague, before he could drive to work at seven. Number of times he has deliberated over his appearance: seven. Expressed as a percentage of days this week: 100 per cent. Alice hovers over the equals.


Equals what?


Abandoning her maths, she carries on as usual. Three days a week she walks down from the hill to the small charity shop in town where she volunteers. The walk is short and familiar – counting off the oak trees that heave up the pavements, the large Victorian houses, their criss-crossed and checkerboarded brick, bay windows, the occasional turret – and doesn’t allow her enough time to sink too deeply, too irreversibly, into her own thoughts. Her shifts at the charity shop are often sweetly companionable, talking about the other volunteers’ grown-up children (some of which are Alice’s age, giving her the pleasing sense of being the younger generation; one of the kids). 


Afterwards Alice walks home again and makes dinner, usually only for herself and Ben. Then, before he is allowed to watch TV, she helps him with homework; smiling a lot, teasing him, to reassure him that she isn’t sad. Sometimes she thinks she is overdoing it, and he will remember this years later, talking with his wife or psychologist: the manic cheer of his mother, hanging over him with her bottle of glue. Or perhaps the smell of felt-tips in the early evening, the tarry, grassy scent of rain outside, will make him vaguely anxious, and he won’t know why. She avoids confronting Jasper over his absences, until one Saturday afternoon he arrives home from his morning at the surgery, wearing a fresh shirt and trousers.


‘You had a change of clothes with you?’ Alice asks.


‘I always have them in the car,’ Jasper says. ‘In case something happens to the first lot. Patients have thrown up on me before. Or worse.’ He takes out the cafetière and fills the kettle. ‘Coffee?’


‘Not for me. You know, if you didn’t stay up so late, you wouldn’t be dependent on coffee.’ Jasper gives her a look of comprehension, knowing no reply is necessary, and sits down at the table. He moves his eyes over the kitchen without looking at it. Jasper accepts the kitchen as it is, not really caring about it one way or another, while Alice inspects it like a child, checking for smudges and smears on its smooth cream face, noticing the notches in the paint of the door frame, the wineglass circles, the slight warp of the sash window, which makes it harder and harder to lift as the air outside turns silver-grey and dense, suffused with cold water. She is attuned to its daylight cycles; the sun tracking across from the steel front of the oven to end at the pristinely unused pasta maker, like a slow search beam, high and full of gold and green patterning in summer, low and skulking in the winter, peering over the facing roofs. 


Jasper doesn’t even look quite right in the kitchen: he seems oddly placed, as if in a mocked-up photograph. It may as well be the Taj Mahal in the background, the Eiffel Tower. His own body seems to have an awareness of this; its expressions carrying a faint sense of the ironic, even down to the way his coffee cup nests egglike in his hands. His fingers are elegant: he used to play the piano when he was younger, and once thought he might be a surgeon. He talks about it as if being a surgeon was something that had been offered to him, like a flyer on the street. He considered it; shook his head: nah. Alice is one of the few people who know that he wasn’t good enough, despite the elegance and cleverness of his long, neat-nailed fingers. She knows that his skim of the topic, the shrug and the smile, the hint at dismissal, are the reflexive motions of pride. She doesn’t mind it. Better a proud man who is still making an effort, surely, than the collapsed man, the stalled man, who better understands his own essential ridiculousness. 


Who could blame Jasper, anyway, for his certainty that his inside must distinguish him in the same way as his outside? Looking at his mobile phone now, he has the resting grandeur of a panther; dark, eyes low but still points of brightness, drawing focus. Straight nose, steeply built cheekbones. He looks like a man who could govern a company, or a country. He could be a spy, or a detective. This is why his manner is ironic, this is why his smile hints at various, mysterious things. He might be wasted as a GP in a small suburban practice, but he is gracious about it. His loosely regal gestures say: Yes, I could do more than this. But I’m needed here. 


Alice runs out of pretend things to do around the kitchen and says, finally, ‘You might have let me know sooner that you weren’t coming home last night.’


‘I didn’t know at first that I wasn’t coming home,’ Jasper says, glancing up with the beginnings of weariness, a raised eyebrow, at this predictable henpeckery.


‘You didn’t let me know until twelve,’ Alice says. ‘Surely you could have worked it out before then.’


‘I apologise,’ Jasper says. ‘I was drunk. I didn’t make the decision until then.’


‘I would have liked us to spend some time together,’ she persists. ‘Is that important to you at all?’


‘Of course it is. I didn’t have to come home today, but I’m here.’


‘Is that all I’m allowed? Saturday afternoon?’


‘And Sunday,’ he says, with irritation. ‘And I don’t see the point of spoiling the time we do have, with a pointless row.’


‘I’m not rowing,’ Alice says, levelling out her voice, trying to flatten its needy peaks, its sad valleys. ‘But if we don’t see much of each other, it’s reasonable to have a conversation about whether this is a problem or not.’


‘It seems as if you’ve already decided it’s a problem.’


‘Maybe it is when I haven’t seen you at all this week!’ Her voice has risen and tears fill her eyes: a mistake. Jasper picks up his cup and phone and stands up. ‘Look, Alice, I’ve had a very stressful week and I don’t need an argument. We can come back to this when you’re calmer.’ 


He exits, frowning, and a few moments later, above the distant bleeps and booms of Ben and his friend playing a video game in Ben’s bedroom, she hears the noise of the study door being closed.




VIC


‘Please God,’ Victoria Robinson (known to everybody except her parents as Vic) begins, rather unceremoniously, because she is short on time and is – out of necessity – praying under the fringed umbrella of a large palm, visible to anyone who might be passing by, ‘Please let me be more tolerant towards others, particularly Lawrence. Please let me find the compassion in my heart to better understand his stupid, petty behaviour. Amen.’


Vic isn’t sure if this is too perfunctory to pass muster as a prayer. She doesn’t want to treat God like Twitter; something she was warned about only last week by a copy of Catholicism Today she had been leafing through while waiting for Father Antonio. (Vic spends rather a lot of time waiting for Father Antonio, who likes to say; ‘Travel with the Lord’, without really considering whether the Lord might like to travel with Father Antonio, stopping as he did to chat to everybody whose eye he manages to catch, dawdling in doorways and at shop windows, wheeling his capricious darling of a bicycle alongside him like a pedigree dog). 


She coughs and glances around the Quinta Verde’s gardens; jungles of fancifully varied trees, which – even late in the morning – submerge the paths and courtyards in an absolute shade, the cool green of a lagoon, through which small birds float, silenced by the late arrival of the day. Hotel guests, lost and in search of the pool, will intermittently wander by, and mindful of this, she ducks out hurriedly from under her palm and starts making her own circuitous route back towards the hotel. 


As Vic passes the pool, struck violently with sunlight so that the scattered figures around it appear to move through a brilliant white haze, she notices a slender red-haired girl sitting on the edge, dawdling her legs through the water. She pauses to fix the girl in her vision: the hair wet at the ends, the narrow back, propped on her elbows to watch a teenage boy perform a forbidden backflip. The girl’s profile is so strangely like Kate’s that even when she looks up, feeling herself watched, Vic doesn’t look away immediately. Only when she realises the girl’s nose is entirely different and her jaw is wrong – all wrong – can she pull herself free of the irresistible, heavy downwardness of memory, turn away, and walk on. 


Kate was actually blonde when Vic knew her; she only saw her once with red hair (one of the times she caught sight of her in Funchal, and quickly looked away), and then it was dyed a near purple. Moreover, sitting and watching had never been Kate’s style. She would have been executing the backflip herself, with some added showmanship for the sake of the boys; dropping a towel and showing herself suddenly naked, before running, becoming an indistinct, thin body, legs snapping like willow switches. Or maybe she’d have been in a mood for one of her jokes, in which case she would have been leading boys to the sea cliffs, to backflip onto the rocks. 


The moment of false recognition – the sudden arrival of the dead into new, strange bodies – disturbs Vic, and to delay the inevitability of social contact she turns and takes a roundabout route back to the hotel, around the leaf-patterned pathways of its borders, arriving finally at the main entrance where the red and gold doorman, Rafael, is sitting on the edge of the step inspecting his phone. Not at all surprised to see her, he salutes as she goes past, without turning his eyes away from the screen.


Ana, the receptionist, says, ‘What a strange day. You have arrived for work twice. And that poia Lawrence is here today, when he’s not meant to be.’


‘He swapped our shifts this morning,’ Vic says, remaining professional. ‘He’s taking Saturday off.’


‘Isn’t that your day off?’


‘It was meant to be,’ Vic replies neutrally. 


Lawrence and Vic uneasily co-manage the Quinta Verde, the eighteenth-century manor hotel once owned by her parents, now owned by David Berry of Regent Thames Hotels. Lawrence, a trainee manager at the company, was sent over from England to work with Vic. David Berry has never given any more than the vaguest explanation for this arrangement, but Lawrence and Vic have been aware from the beginning of the truth of their relationship – that Vic is raising her replacement rather like a bee’s body nourishes the wasp parasite that, in time, will eat up the bee – and this awareness has, not unexpectedly, led to tension between the two managers. 


Vic looks over the lobby now without really seeing it; visiting instead some remembered Vic, playing on the floor under the revolving ceiling fans, the gaze of the large marble nymph. If she wanted to, she could reassemble the entire room from memory, the desultory balloon-backed chairs circling each other at intervals on the black and white chequered floor, the precise location of the potted palms. 


After only one holiday in Madeira, Jim and Bernie Robinson had sold their Peterborough pub and bought the Quinta Verde. Without a second thought they ditched England for Azenhas do Mar, a small village with neat borders enforced by the mountains behind and the sea cliffs before it, its beauty always striking; languorous and purple-lit in the evening, lazy in the afternoon, sharpest in the early morning, with the early stir of the wind bringing the scent of the sea in, drifting vaporous through the date palms, the ferocious brightness of the bougainvillea. They bought a house in one of the secretive streets of terracotta-roofed houses with their white faces and black-outlined windows like stark geisha masks, explained to the six-year-old Vic that they were all going to paradise (Vic, always literal, thought death was imminent and set about an appropriate wailing), and emigrated, leaving their friends to either admire their guts or prophesy doom at the leaving party they held in their former pub. 


Ultimately, it was the doubting friends who were proved right when, thirteen years, later Jim and Bernie sat down with their accounts and a bottle of wine and admitted that the financial workings of the Quinta Verde were slightly beyond them. Without ever being unpopular the hotel failed to make enough money; without being understaffed there was always too much to do. They had given it their savings and their Sundays for thirteen years – they had given it their teenage daughter, for God’s sake, a sacrificial virgin working in the cocktail bar – and enough was enough. The Quinta Verde, with its marble floors, palms and ornamental gardens, the cooled glamour of the grand era of hotels, of the time when Madeira was the jewel of the colonial classes, was passed at a loss to David Berry, and as suddenly as they had once left England, the Robinsons left Madeira.


Vic stayed behind. Though she never quite succeeded as the Portuguese-speaking Catholic girl she tried so hard to be indistinguishable from, Madeira was still more home to her than ‘home’, as her parents always called it. Her memories of England were dim: a brown sofa, baked beans, rain on an aluminium-framed window. Even the word ‘England’ was at once strange and dull. The land of Eng. It sounded like someone swallowing; short and curt. So she rented the family home from her parents, with the warning that it would need to be sold once they retired, and kept her job as hotel manager at the Quinta Verde, not knowing where else to go.
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Later that evening, Vic walks back to her house, with her usual glance up at the Quinta do Rosal, standing with lonely dignity above the village, its face turned amber in the late sun casting its long shadows across the mountain. The house belongs to John Worth, an American property developer, and his wife Paula, formerly Dona Paula Bonifacio, whose family have owned the house for the last couple of centuries. About a month ago the Worths left Azenhas do Mar to care for John’s elderly mother in Boston. (They didn’t say how long they would live with her: the unspoken understanding was that they would be back when she was dead.)
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