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She’s there. I’ve covered up her reflection in the mirror but I know she’s there. I’m under the blankets. I can’t breathe. Am I safe here? Can she walk out of where she was and come into the room? She mustn’t come closer. She mustn’t. I’ve hung my dress over the mirror, to hide the glass, but I want to know if she’s gone so I lift one corner and look. I can see the door and the rug at the end of my bed. And her. She’s caught in the glass. I want to scream but nothing comes out of my mouth. Go away, I say, over and over in my head. Go away. I’m hiding my eyes and counting to a hundred and when I look again, she’ll be gone. Please. Please let her be gone.
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OCTOBER


I left early that day. Everyone in the editorial office at lipstick knew I had permission. I’d even hinted that I was going to dinner somewhere special and allowed the others to wonder who my mystery date was. The whole way home, I was in a daydream. Simon hadn’t been in the office much lately and he’d struck me as a bit distant whenever we did run into one another. I was worried he might be trying to avoid me, but then he’d phoned and asked me to dinner at Farrington’s, which was the kind of formal, expensive, discreet place you don’t just roll up to in the hope of a quick snack. You certainly don’t invite someone there casually. He was a bit curt on the phone, but maybe someone was in the room with him. ‘Don’t drive,’ he said. ‘Take a taxi there and I’ll meet you and pay for it.’ He wouldn’t have said that if something was wrong. He won’t be distant tonight, I told myself, but how would he be? I’d been turning it over in my mind for days. As I let myself into my flat, it occurred to me that he might have bought a ring to give me. Tonight might turn out to be the night when it happened: maybe he was going to tell me that he and Gail were divorcing. They’d consulted lawyers. Discussed everything. I could imagine Simon saying: Bet you thought I was bullshitting, didn’t you? Bet you thought I’d never have the guts to do it, but look … here’s the proof. I imagined the ring exactly, lying in a small box lined with dark blue velvet … diamonds clustered round a square-cut ruby.


I spent ages in the bath. I put on sheer black tights and my favourite LBD: smart but not too dressy, and tried to stop myself wondering what might happen after dinner. Would he come back here? Would he spend the night? Maybe he’d already told Gail that he was going to be away. I was almost lightheaded with happiness as I sat back in the cab on the way to the South Bank. Did I have time to email Jay? She’d been my best friend since college. Her real name was Julia but she refused to be called that. We’d been on a gap year together, first to the Far East and then to New Zealand to see my dad, who’d run away to the other side of the world the minute he and my mum divorced. Nowadays he and I Skype and email and Dad could easily be in Scotland or somewhere, but back then, I missed him and felt the distance keenly. Jay and I had a blast and it was hard to leave New Zealand and come back to college. After graduation, she got a high-powered job in a finance company in Manhattan and I went to work on my local paper. Although we didn’t see each other that often we were always chatting or emailing. I’d been at the local paper for a few years – graduating from editorial assistant to feature writer – and was thinking it was high time I got out of that office. I had my own perfectly okay, if tiny, flat, but all the time I was longing to get to London and to a real job on a proper paper or, even better, a fashion magazine. I saved as much as I could of my salary every month. Then I saw an ad in the Media Guardian and answered it. The job was assistant to the fashion editor at lipstick magazine, and definitely meant for someone much younger than me, but I was so desperate that I didn’t mind a cut in pay.


The fashion editor didn’t look a bit like my idea of a fashion editor. I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting, but Felix Priestley looked more like a bank manager: a tall, rather skinny man with horn-rimmed glasses and thin hair, wearing what I later discovered was something like a uniform for him: dark suit, white shirt and a tie so nondescript as to be practically invisible.


‘Come and sit, Megan,’ he had said to me. ‘Or should I call you Miss Pritchard?’


‘No, Megan is fine,’ I said. He smiled and that transformed his face. He instantly looked mischievous and fun and I could see him as he must have been when he was a little boy. He started to explain to me what I was going to have to do once I’d started at lipstick and after a bit, I interrupted him.


‘Excuse me, but aren’t you interviewing other people? What you’re saying makes me think that perhaps I’ve got the job.’


‘Oh, of course you’ve got the job. No point interviewing other people if I’m happy with you, is there?’


‘Well,’ I murmured, not really sure of what I ought to be saying.


‘And do call me Felix. We can’t be having surnames if we’re going to be working closely together. I’ll just get Simon in here so that you can meet him. He’s the editor, but I can’t see him objecting to you if I’m happy.’


Simon Gradwell came into the room. His eyes were so blue that I thought he must have been wearing contact lenses. He had a slight Scottish accent, which made every word he said sound reassuring.


‘You’ve come down from Nottingham, haven’t you?’ he said,


‘Northampton.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry … well, not as far to travel and no need for any Robin Hood references, either.’


After a bit of conversation, he said, ‘Well, Megan, I know that Felix is keen to have you. As far as I’m concerned, that’s fine. Start as soon as you like.’


‘Thank you.’ I said. ‘I’m going to love working here, I know, and I’ll start as soon as I’ve sorted out somewhere to live …’


‘That’s great. We … Felix and I … are both looking forward to working with you.’


‘Thanks. I’m looking forward to it too. It’s the kind of job I’ve wanted for ages. I’m really excited …’ I stopped then, not wanting to appear too eager, but I was telling the truth.


The lipstick job was exactly what I’d wanted. Felix is a lovely boss and we get on well. I loved going to work every day, still do. But then I fell in love with Simon, and things got slightly more complicated.


I’ve been in love with him for nearly a year. We’ve been lovers for six months. I’ve done something I never thought I’d do: stepped into the kind of scenario I’d have told all my friends to avoid. Falling in love with your boss is the worst sort of cliché and I’ve become the other woman in a love triangle that’s beyond banal.


I sometimes wonder if anything would have happened between us if my mother hadn’t died suddenly a few months after I came to London. Her best friend, Anita, phoned me while I was sitting at my desk, copy-editing a rather lacklustre spread about the latest beauty products. She told me the news. Mum had been on her way out of the door to the shops when she’d had a heart attack. Her next-door neighbour found her only a short while later, but she was already dead. At first, Anita’s words were nothing but squeaks in my ear. I couldn’t move; couldn’t speak. Anita kept saying: ‘Megan? Are you okay, Megan? Do you understand? She’s dead … so sudden. She can’t have suffered. It must have been so quick. That’s what the doctor said. I’m sorry to ring you at work only I had to tell you at once, didn’t I? I phoned your poor dad and woke him up …’ She laughed and her laughter sounded weird mixed in with the tears. ‘I forgot he was in New Zealand … poor man.’


I found my voice then. ‘Thanks, Anita … it’s good of you,’ I started to say and then I was crying too, all over my work, holding the phone to my ear with one hand and wiping my eyes with the other. Tanya, sitting across the room at her station, noticed something was wrong and came over to me. I waved her away and went on crying and listening to Anita talking about arrangements for funerals. Suddenly, I couldn’t bear it.


‘I can’t, Anita. I don’t know what to do. I’ve never arranged a funeral … Oh, God, I’m so sorry, I’m being pathetic, only—’


‘Don’t fret, darling,’ Anita said. ‘You come down and stay with me for a few days and we’ll arrange everything together. I’ve contacted the undertakers already … don’t you worry about it. You need time to grieve. Such a terrible thing. She was too young …’


I put the phone down in the end, thinking that I would now be able to pull myself together somehow, but the opposite happened. I felt something like a tidal wave of tears rising through my whole body.


‘What’s the matter, Megan?’


Simon was standing in front of me, looking worried. I couldn’t speak. He came round to my side of the desk and took both my hands and, speaking over his shoulder to Tanya, said, ‘Can you get us a couple of cups of tea or something? With sugar, please.’


To me he said, ‘Come and talk to me. Tell me what’s the matter.’


When we got to his office he sat me down on the comfortable chair and stood beside me. He put his hand on my shoulder and I can remember thinking: Please don’t take it away, wishing he would go on touching me and then crying even more because how come I was thinking about this when my mother had just died?


Tanya brought the tea. I managed to pull myself together enough to stop crying and drink some of it. When I’d told him about Mum, I said, ‘I’m afraid I’ll need a few days off, to arrange things …’ My voice failed me and tears came to my eyes again at the thought of never seeing my mother ever again.


‘Here’s what we’ll do,’ he said, quite calmly, handing me his own hankie. ‘We’ll go round to yours and pick up your stuff. Then I can drive you there … where is it? Northampton, right?’


I told him yes. I couldn’t get over how kind it was of him to offer to drive me home. I put the sodden hankie to my eyes, suddenly overwhelmed by grief again, feeling all on my own, with my father so far away. As soon as I get home, I told myself, I’ll phone him. He’ll make me feel better.


We left the office together. I could sense Tanya and the others looking at us. When we got to my flat, Simon waited in the car while I went inside and stuffed some things into a bag. He got out of the car to put my bag in the boot. As he opened the passenger door for me, he touched me again, on the arm, and asked if I was okay.


Driving is like being in a moving bubble. There’s nothing else, just the scenery unscrolling outside the window, the rest of the world somewhere far away. You’re with another person and you could be the only two people on the planet. We didn’t say much to begin with, then he started asking me stuff. Normally, I hate talking about myself, but in the separate world of the car, I didn’t mind. ‘Tell me about your mum, Megan,’ he said.


‘She’s very … it’s hard to say what she is,’ I said. ‘Quiet. She doesn’t usually show her feelings very much, but she’s kind. She was, I mean. She used to be a nurse, but she’s retired now. Was retired. Oh God, I can’t get used to talking about her in the past tense. Dad’s in New Zealand. They divorced years and years ago.’ I remembered that I had to phone him. I’d Skype him when I got to Anita’s house.


‘Brothers and sisters?’ Simon asked.


‘No. My parents had me when they were quite old. At least, quite old for those days.’


He turned his head briefly to smile at me.


‘Well,’ he said, turning his attention back to the road. ‘I expect being an only child has its advantages too. My brother’s a bit of a pain, if I’m honest.’


It was dark by now. ‘I’m really grateful, Simon. I don’t know what I’d have done without your help.’


I had the sudden mad feeling that the car was driving towards some kind of precipice. The air between us felt thick with unspoken thoughts, his and mine. I couldn’t guess at his but mine were tangling themselves in my head. Had he told Gail he was driving me all the way to Northampton? Would she mind?


‘That’s okay,’ he answered. ‘You’ve just lost your mother. It was the least I could do.’ I began to wonder about what would happen after we got there. Would Simon just turn round and drive straight back? Wouldn’t his wife worry about him if he didn’t? What had he told her?


When we were nearly there, I said, ‘D’you mind stopping at my mum’s house first? Before you drop me at Anita’s? I just want to—’


‘No need to explain. You can phone Anita from there and tell her when to expect you.’


I let myself in. The house was cold and dark and still smelled of the lavender furniture polish that Mum always used. It was tidy, as always. I went through to the kitchen and found a cup and saucer on the draining board, and automatically I picked them up and put them away in the cupboard, hearing my mother’s voice say, as she must have said to me a million times: ‘That cup is neither use nor ornament by the sink once it’s dry. Put it in the cupboard, Megan!’ How many times had I sat at the kitchen table after school, doing my homework till Mum came home from work? I walked into the sitting room and noticed how small it seemed, how old-fashioned the television was. When I asked her why she didn’t get a modern one, she said, ‘What’s the point of that? I can watch what I want to watch perfectly well on this one. I’ve got better things to spend my money on.’ Looking around, I wondered what those things might have been.


Simon hadn’t followed me but was waiting in the hall when I said I was ready to go.


‘I’ll phone Anita and tell her we’re on her way,’ I said.


We drove away from Mum’s house in silence.


‘I am so grateful,’ I said to Simon when we pulled up outside Anita’s.


‘No worries. You look after yourself. Take care.’


I’d already half turned to open the door when he reached over and touched my hair, stroking it like my mother used to stroke it when I was about five. Don’t cry, I told myself. Not now. I stepped out of the car and closed the door. Simon raised his arm in a wave and I watched as his tail-lights disappeared down the road.


Anita showed me to the room I was going to be sleeping in. Although she’d sounded so calm and supportive on the phone, now I could see that she was so obviously upset, I felt I should have been looking after her.


‘Will you be all right, Megan?’ she asked, tears in her eyes.


‘I’m fine, Anita. Thanks. I don’t know what I’d have done without you. I’m going to Skype Dad now. I haven’t had a chance to talk to him yet.’


‘I’ll let you get on, then,’ Anita said and left the room, closing the door quietly behind her.


Everyone looks like a zombie on Skype. My dad, when I got through to him, looked much the same as he always did, which wasn’t brilliant, but he peered at me, too close to the computer he was using, making him look monstrous and out of proportion.


‘Megan? You okay, darling? Your poor mother … I don’t know …’


‘Not really, Dad.’ A sob caught in my throat. I started again. ‘It’s so awful. It was so sudden. And I hadn’t spoken to her for a couple of days. I never said … well, I never said any of the things you’re supposed to say but I didn’t expect—’


‘Darling, she knew you loved her. She did … and she loved you better than anything. You know that too.’


I nodded. I had been trying not to cry in front of him but this was too much for me. I burst into tears again.


‘Oh, Megan darling, don’t cry. Do you want me to come over? I could fly over …’


‘No, no, Dad. Honestly. There’s no need. I’m okay. I’ll be fine.’


We talked for a few more minutes but we kept coming back to Mum and the death and her funeral and in the end, there was nothing more to be said. I considered Skyping Jay and then thought better of it. I was exhausted, and tomorrow there would be so much to do. I went downstairs to join Anita.


When I came back to lipstick after the funeral, Simon was very kind to me. About three weeks later, at the end of a long day when Felix and I had been working on a particularly complicated article, he put his head around the door.


‘Haven’t you two got homes to go to?’ he said. ‘Come on, Felix, you must let Megan go home at least. It’s almost nine.’


‘Time flies when you’re having fun, didn’t you know?’ Felix replied but added, ‘Yes, you go on now, Megan. It is a bit late and I want you to be fresh tomorrow.’


‘I’ll give you a lift home, Megan,’ Simon said. That was the beginning. When we got to my flat he asked, ‘You going to be okay, Megan? Got any food in?’


‘Oh, yes, I’ve always got something,’ I said. I fumbled about in my bag for the key. ‘I’ll make some pasta. Like some? ‘


We didn’t get to the pasta. Before I could turn the light on, he took hold of me gently by the shoulders and turned me towards him. Without saying a word, he kissed me and my legs almost gave way. I clung to him in the dark, and felt something inside me falling. The door to the bedroom was open. He took my hand and led me there. We held one another and I was trembling. We didn’t say a single word while he undressed me, and as he made love to me for the first time I thought ridiculously that this must be what dying was like. I could hear us crying out together and he was kissing me, and the warm glow from my bedside lamp fell on us both. I had no idea of how much time had gone by. I think we must have fallen asleep. It was after midnight when we woke up.


Almost as soon as he’d left, the guilt arrived, so strongly that I could almost see it: a kind of thickening of the air, filling my nostrils, misting my eyes. I didn’t know how to deal with it. I felt bad, imagining him going home, putting myself in the place of the immaculate Gail, whose photo I knew so well because it was there on his desk at the office. I was desperate to tell Jay what had happened but I stopped myself that night. Later on, after one particular evening when the guilt was weighing me down worse than ever, I emailed her and told her everything. She answered in a way that was typical of her.




FROM: jay2375@gmail.com


TO: meganp84@gmail.com


Subject: HMMM!


Well. Can you hear me taking a deep breath? That’s cos of not wanting to say the wrong thing. I’m happy for you and worried for you at the same time. Make any sense? Not much help I know but I’ll Skype you later and hold your virtual hand, kid. Chin up, eyes front. That sort of thing. Chat to you later. xx





She did, too. We spent hours on Skype, and she made me feel better. I thought I detected some disapproval but she denied it. Said it was just that a married man wasn’t what she’d hope for me in an ideal world, but she could see how far gone I was. I knew she’d be on my side whatever happened, and she has been.


Simon and I quickly fell into a routine. On days when I knew he was coming round, I’d leave the office a bit early, then he’d get to mine about six. He’d go at eight or thereabouts and my whole life shrank into those two hours we had together. We made love, over and over again, and the more we did, the more we couldn’t stop. The more I loved him. The more I wanted him to leave his wife and marry me. Live with me for ever.


The time we’ve been together, I’ve been happier than at any other time in my life. I feel bad admitting this. I should have gone on feeling guilty. But the truth was: I’d got good at managing the guilt. Other things mattered more to me. My own feelings. What Simon told me. I knew that what I was doing was wrong. There was nothing I wanted more than to be with Simon, so I perfected a sort of conjuring trick. I made his wife disappear: from my thoughts, from my dreams, from every part of my life and naturally, as his wife vanished, so did my guilt. I loved being in the office and knowing that only he and I knew our secret. I loved the hours and hours of sitting in meetings thinking about the last time we’d been together, and the time before that and dreaming about the next time and the time after that and what he’d said and what he’d do when we were alone later on until my face burned with the heat generated by what I was remembering and every single nerve end was twitching with desire.


While the cab was stuck at a traffic light that didn’t seem to want to change, I texted Jay: On my way to dinner with S. Excited. Xx. We’d talked about what might happen tonight for ages. She knew what I was hoping for. The reply came back almost at once: Don’t get your hopes up. Might just be a good meal. Xx. I looked out of the window.


My first article for lipstick was appearing in the next issue and I wondered whether celebrating that might be a good enough reason for dinner at Farrington’s. The Eva Conway piece came out of an editorial meeting earlier in the year. I’d only vaguely heard of her, but Felix was dead set on our having what he called ‘a proper piece’ about her in the magazine.


‘You can’t ignore her, Simon,’ he said. ‘She’s the designer’s designer. Just scratch any one of the recent flavours of the month and you’ll see her influence. All of them: McQueen while he was alive, Westwood, McCartney, Prada and Armani even … they all bow the knee to Eva Conway.’


‘Well, I don’t,’ Simon was dismissive. ’Do we really want to go with this? She hasn’t been around since … I’ve forgotten since when, but ages, in any case.’


Felix raised an eyebrow. ‘American Vogue had a kind of Where are they now piece a while ago and they rather went to town on Eva Conway. She did this astonishing collection in the early seventies. We’re coming up to the fortieth anniversary. After that, she left the designer world behind her and disappeared.’


‘Well, perhaps she ought to stay disappeared?’ Simon laughed. Felix tried one more tactic.


‘You ought to give it serious thought, Simon. We’d be ahead of everyone else. Vogue and Harper’s and all the rest … they’ll probably not even realize the anniversary is happening. We’ll be ahead of the curve.’ He wrinkled his nose a little, as if the phrase was one he wasn’t quite used to saying out loud.


‘Okay, okay. I give in. I can see I’ll never hear the end of it from you, Felix, if I don’t. Where does she live?’


Felix, who was now allowing himself a smile at the idea of the article, said, ‘She doesn’t see anyone from her old life, apparently. Lives out in the country somewhere not too far from London. I’ll find out the address. I know someone who knew her long ago. It’d be best, I think, for us to send someone to interview her.’


I was about to say that I’d find her, when Simon looked straight at me. ‘Julianne’ll write it up, of course, but Megan could help her? Do the research? Possibly go along to the interviews too? Seeing as how Julianne’s baby’s nearly due?’


How did Simon guess that I wanted to do it? I looked at Felix. He nodded.


‘Good idea, Simon. Nice one for Megan to get involved in.’


My luck got better. Julianne had to leave work sooner than she’d wanted to, because of complications with the pregnancy, and they let me cover for her, officially, while she was on maternity leave. I even got a raise. I was determined to do the best possible job so that Simon and Felix would see that they could trust me. Then maybe he’d promote me to junior features editor and I would not be just an editorial assistant after she came back.


That was something like what happened. Julianne left and Simon said I could take her place as maternity cover. I got to write the piece about Eva Conway. I was thrilled with myself. Thrilled to be allowed to interview her on my own, enchanted by the house she lived in, and by her. Far from being an ancient crone, she turned out to be an elegant woman who seemed much younger than her seventy-eight years. Her ash-blonde hair was up in a French pleat and she was wearing clothes that clearly cost loads and were more stylish than anything I’d ever seen on someone who wasn’t actually modelling them for a photo shoot. I was grateful to Simon that he’d trusted me to do the interview; ecstatic that he liked what I wrote; excited to think that I’d see my words in print when the magazine appeared at the end of the week. Maybe Simon had an advance copy. The nearer I got to the restaurant, the more convinced I was that this was going to be a double celebration: his divorce and my first publication.


Simon was waiting on the pavement. He paid the driver and then kissed me briefly. He wasn’t smiling.


‘Hi, Megan,’ he said, and we went into Farrington’s without another word. Something was wrong. The place was almost empty, which maybe wasn’t surprising early on a Tuesday evening. As we sat down opposite one another, at a table near the back of the room, he looked away suddenly as if he wanted to be anywhere but where he was. Then he recovered himself a bit and smiled at me, but I knew in an instant that something was different. He wasn’t like he usually was. From the moment I’d stepped out of the taxi, I’d been aware of a lack of warmth about him. If you’ve done nothing for the past six months but interpret looks and actions and words, you know instantly when something isn’t as it should be.


He was stiff and polite. I could have been someone he’d only just met. I told myself: he’s got to be formal. He can’t be all over you in public. What if someone he knows is at this restaurant? Lots of media people go to places like Farrington’s and everyone knows the editor of lipstick, who is famous for being just as good-looking as most of the male models spread across its pages.


It struck me that this restaurant wasn’t a place to have a romantic meal together – it was a place where the person you were with couldn’t make a scene. No one would dare to shout or weep around people who might recognize you; among the crystal glasses and the starched white napkins in a room where the walls were covered in silky, dark red wallpaper. A chill came over me. He wasn’t going to tell me about his divorce from Gail. I think part of me had known that from the moment I sat down.


The food came but I had no appetite. I left most of it on my plate. My stomach was in a knot. Thinking back, I can’t remember what we spoke about. Nothing important. It was like having a meal with an acquaintance. I was longing to put out a hand and touch his, but I didn’t. He hardly smiled when he spoke to me and by the time the pudding arrived, I felt as if every nerve in my body had been stretched as thin as a thread.


The words, when he spoke them, fell like blows, even though I’d been half-expecting them.


‘Megan, love, I don’t know how to say this. I’m not good at this sort of stuff, but, you know … I have to say it. I have to. I don’t want to, but it’s no good. We’ve got to stop seeing each other. I should have stopped it long ago, but it was so hard. Now, we’ve got to put an end to … well. We’ve got to draw a line, that’s all. I hate it, but there it is,’ He paused. ‘Aren’t you going to say anything?’


I took a sip of wine. Love. How did he dare to call me love? And he hates it … how much can he really he hate it if he’s doing it, I thought. I must have stared at him. He went on: ‘Don’t look at me like that, Megan, okay? I can’t bear it. It’s not … I mean I don’t want to, you must know that, but I’ve got to. Stuff has changed, I’ll be honest with you. It’s not the same any longer.’


‘I’m exactly the same. What’s happened to you?’


‘I’m … we’re … that is, we’re expecting a baby.’


The inside of my head seemed to swell and all of a sudden, my eyes were full of tears and I picked up the heavy damask napkin and dabbed at them and left mascara on the white cloth. A baby.


‘When’s it due?’ I said. I couldn’t say what I wanted to say. I wanted to shout: How dare you lie to me about your marriage being over?


‘Early spring,’ he said. I took a long sip from the wineglass and considered throwing the rest in his face. Instead I put the glass down and counted backwards. Gail was probably four months pregnant. Simon and I had been sleeping together for six months, almost to the day. Bastard. Bastard to me and to her as well. Spring could be any time from February. I felt quite sick. How had I swallowed his lies? He’d let me think that sex with his wife was a thing of the past. He didn’t do or say anything that might have made me think differently. That was one of the reasons I really did believe he might choose me. I knew – everyone does know – that men always stayed with their wives. That they always go back to their homes in the end. Simon and I, I was convinced, would be unlike the rest. Not having sex with his wife was part of that. Had he actually told me they weren’t? It was hard to go back over the months and all the times we’d been together, but I tried. I only remembered words: You’re the one. You’re the only one. It’s never been like this with anyone else, ever, my darling. Not ever. Just killing time when we’re apart. Lies like that. It came over me slowly that no, he’d never actually said: I’m not sleeping with my wife. I believed what I wanted to believe. I was stupid. Deluded.


‘You should have said. I wouldn’t have slept with you if I’d known you and your wife …’ My voice petered out and I stared at the ends of my fingers, curled round the stem of the wineglass.


‘Wouldn’t you? Really? You’d have said no, that first time?’


I thought back to the first time. ‘Maybe not,’ I admitted. ‘But there wouldn’t have been a second time, not if you’d told me.’


‘I don’t believe you.’


‘You can believe what you like,’ I said but he was probably right. Being with him became an addiction almost immediately.


‘I’m sorry, Megan. I really am. I didn’t … I mean, I wouldn’t … I wouldn’t dream of hurting you but you can see I can’t leave Gail now, when our baby’s on the way. It wouldn’t be fair to make a child grow up without a father.’


I should have said: Pity the poor brat with an unfaithful bastard like you for a dad, but I didn’t. I said: ‘I’m going home. I won’t come into the office tomorrow. In fact, I won’t come into the office ever again. You can send my stuff to my flat. I’m leaving lipstick.’


‘But Megan, you love it … I’m sure it’d be—’


‘Sure it’d be what? Fine for me to be in the office with you there, even though you’ve dumped me? Are you serious?’ My anger flared up so suddenly that for a moment I no longer felt as though someone had been beating me up from the inside.


‘And what about serving out your notice?’ he asked.


‘I don’t give a shit about that. I’ll starve rather than work anywhere near you.’


I did give a shit. What about my career in journalism? I had ambitions. I wanted to succeed.


‘No, Megan. No, you’re right. I’m so sorry. Of course you won’t starve. I’ll send you a cheque, don’t worry. You’ll need something to tide you over till you find a new job, right? And I’ll give you a glowing reference, naturally.’


‘Naturally,’ I said, and added, ‘you can stuff your glowing reference.’


Hush money, blood money, I said to myself but I didn’t say no. I should have said: Keep your money, you condescending prick, but he was right, I would need it, so I didn’t mention the cheque and bent down to pick my bag up.


‘I’ll come out and get a cab for you,’ Simon said. ‘Here’s a bit of cash for that, too.’


‘Thanks.’ I was taking money from him again. I should have torn it up in front of him but I wasn’t thinking straight. The thought ran through my mind: He’s buying you off. Like a whore. I said, ‘Don’t come with me. I want to be on my own.’ I sounded almost normal. I told myself: If I can get to the door. If I can go up the stairs to the street and find a cab and go home, I’ll be okay. I must hang on till I’m on my own. I stood up and started walking out of Farrington’s.


‘Wait, Megan. Please wait. I want to …’ He wasn’t speaking loudly enough for his voice to carry very far. By the time I’d reached the door I couldn’t hear him. Would he come after me? Would he pull me back and say: Don’t go. I’ll leave her. I’ll leave everything and come with you. I knew he wouldn’t.


I held it together in the cab. I didn’t want the driver to see me falling to bits. All the way home I fought back tears. I paid the driver and stumbled up to my flat. Once inside I went into the bedroom. I flung myself down on the bed and began to cry at last. I don’t know how long I went on sobbing, but eventually it was as though the whole of my body had been hollowed out. My eyes burned, my mouth was dry and I felt nauseous and sore all over. I was shaking with cold, even though the heating was on. The thought of Simon and his wife together, as he and I had been together: the image which hadn’t worried me in the last six months because I’d conveniently eliminated Gail as any kind of sexual competition flared into life and branded itself into my head … how long would it be before I would stop seeing it?









2


‘The board’s going up in the next couple of days, Ma.’


Eva Conway looked at her daughter and wondered for the millionth time why it was that with such great raw material at her disposal (good hair, good skin, fine blue eyes) Rowena managed to look so ordinary. She wasn’t unattractive, but there was something bland about the way she dressed and Eva felt a small twinge of disappointment every time she looked at her. Guilt followed. There wasn’t a law that said Rowena had to be stylish or striking. She was smiling at her mother from the other end of the table and saying something. Eva tried to concentrate on the words.


‘Ma, you’re not listening.’


‘I’m sorry. I was miles away. But you said … a board going up.’ Eva shrugged. ‘I don’t quite understand, I’m afraid.’ She picked up her spoon and began to stir the coffee in the cup that Conor had just put in front of her. As she didn’t take sugar and her son-in-law had already kindly added milk for her, it was something to occupy her while Rowena spoke.


‘I’m sorry, Ma,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid we’ve instructed the estate agent. They’re going to put the board up outside the gates soon. Possibly even tomorrow and I didn’t want it to catch you by surprise. There’s been some interest already … Nick … you met him, do you remember? When he came to value the house … Nick says he’s got a couple of buyers who are eager to look around.’


Eva blinked. She did remember Nick. He was a tall young man with a head like a hard-boiled egg. A boiled egg with spectacles. He had walked around Salix House in his pale grey suit appraising everything and Eva had suddenly seen clearly the shabbiness and tiny inadequacies that she normally didn’t notice. Take a deep breath, she told herself. Don’t get too angry. Her heartbeat was speeding up. She felt as though she were being dragged along by a tide of something; events that were nothing to do with her. Now, irritatingly, she was beginning to tremble and she dug her nails into her palm to stop herself from shouting at Rowena. ‘So. Let me understand you properly. Selling the house, I understand, is now a fait accompli. But I don’t want to leave it, Rowena. Couldn’t you wait till I’m dead and then sell it?’


Rowena burst out, ‘Of course not. You’ll live for years and years yet, I’m sure. You’re not even eighty. No age at all.’


‘If I leave Salix House, I’ll die within months,’ Eva said, matter-of-factly.


‘Oh, don’t be such a drama queen, Ma. Honestly. As if you’d die. You must know how mad that sounds. You’re healthy; you’re busy with the costumes for the Belstone Players … what’s going to happen to the Christmas production of The Boy Friend if you decide to die? What a thing to say! You’re always in the garden, or going out to lunch with this friend or that. You hardly ever have a free day. You’ll be perfectly fine. We’ve been through the whole thing over and over, haven’t we? We’ve spoken about everything. You know we can’t go on in this way. It’s just getting … too difficult.’


‘In what way?’ Eva leaned forward a little and tried to look as receptive and interested as possible. It was true that they’d talked about this subject before but Eva was determined to spin the process out as long as possible. And I’ve got a right to, she thought. This is my house. They’re selling my house. How do they dare to do such a thing to me?


Rowena sighed and began to list the ways in which things were getting difficult. She ticked them off on her fingers as she spoke, which annoyed Eva so much that she had to look at the framed photograph on the wall behind her daughter’s chair to keep from saying something she’d regret.


‘First of all, there’s the money,’ Rowena said. ‘That’s the main thing. We simply cannot afford to keep up Salix House any longer. As it is, it’s beginning to eat up your savings as well as every bit of our income. We’ve had to let several people go who used to keep it looking good. Even with everything you do, I don’t see how the garden can possibly stay as nice as it is without getting some more help and the money just isn’t there. The fabric of the house isn’t in a terrible state yet but it very soon will be. We can do paint cover-ups till we’re blue in the face but that doesn’t alter the fact that there’s structural things that need doing to the brickwork, the chimneys, and so on, not to mention the wiring. I dread to think about the wiring, Ma. It’s ancient. The house could go up in flames at any moment.’


‘What nonsense!’ Eva laughed. ‘I admit, the house is a little … well, shabbier, than we’d like, but I’m sure that we can do something about that, can’t we?’ She turned to Conor, appealing to him. Sometimes he took her side in arguments.


‘No, Eva, Rowena’s right. I’m afraid we can’t. We don’t have the financial resources. That’s the top and bottom of it.’


Rowena hadn’t finished. ‘And that’s not all, Ma. I’ve been offered a promotion at work—’


‘Which will mean a little more money, no?’


‘A little more, yes. But also a great deal more work, I’m afraid. And that brings me to something else that I should have told you about earlier. I’m sorry. I don’t know if I’m coming or going, half the time. The thing is: we’re both going to be so busy with selling the house, buying another and the hassle involved with that, as well as with my ordinary work, that I’ve advertised for a mother’s help. Someone to stay here with us, deal with the girls, take them to school and bring them back and generally see to them when Conor and I can’t.’


Rowena could, Eva noticed, afford to pay someone to look after the girls. There always seemed to be enough money to do what Rowena thought was necessary. How quickly the young decide things, Eva thought. How definite they are about everything, and how optimistic.


‘You’ve got money to pay what’s in effect a live-in nanny, but not to do anything to save Salix House?’


‘Because it’s only temporary. Only till we move,’ Rowena said. ‘It’s not an ongoing expense, like everything about this house. My raise will just about cover her salary.’


Eva said, ‘Is the commute getting too hard to do? You’ve never complained about it before.’


‘Because I’ll have more responsibilities. I’ll need to work later. Get there earlier. And you’re right, the commute is hard. It’s ridiculous and expensive to commute to London every day. Conor can work anywhere, with his computer consultancy, of course, but we’ve both agreed that what with the house being so hard to maintain and Dee coming up soon for secondary school and frankly, there not being a decent school within miles of here, that this is the right time to sell Salix House and move to London.’


The kitchen around Eva seemed to shrink and then stretch as though she were in some mad version of Alice in Wonderland. It took a while for her brain to arrange the words in her mouth but at last she said, ‘And what will happen to me?’


‘To you?’ Rowena seemed genuinely puzzled. ‘You’ll move to London too, of course. We’ll find you a lovely little flat, very near us. Or maybe we’ll get a house which has a granny flat already as part of the property. Or you could go into sheltered housing, if you’d prefer to do that. You won’t be put anywhere you don’t want to go, Ma. I promise you that.’


‘I don’t feel as though—’


‘As though what?’ Rowena was frowning.


‘As though I’ve been properly consulted.’


‘Oh, Ma, how can you say that? We’ve spoken about this dozens of times. You know we have. Whenever we’ve spoken about it I’ve tried to find out what you think, but you don’t want to know. You just change the subject and hope the whole problem will go away.’


That was true. She didn’t want to know. ‘I wish there was a way I could truly not know!’ she said. ‘I can’t bear the thought of—’


‘You’ll soon get used to somewhere else, you know,’ Conor said helpfully. The man was a fool. Eva debated saying so and thought better of it. To her it was obvious. How could she leave Salix House when every room, every corner of every room, every picture, every plant in the garden, was like a part of herself? She and Antoine had built it up from the ruin it was when they first saw it more than forty years ago, into something different. Unusual. Not like any other house she’d ever seen. She loved it, but that wasn’t the only reason she didn’t want to leave it. She felt bound to the house by ties that no other person would understand. No one could. She was attached to it by things that were (how could she express this even to herself?) more than physical. Ties of guilt and shame and memories. Things had happened here, words had been spoken here that had entwined themselves into her soul and Eva felt unable to imagine leaving. She couldn’t say this to Conor and Rowena. To them, Salix House was a property. There would be other properties somewhere else. She understood that, but she would find it hard, to say the least, if they sold it and banished her, exiled her to another home altogether.


‘Well,’ she said, finally, ‘just because the house is yours technically, that doesn’t mean it’s yours emotionally. You must see that I still think of it as mine. Even though it’s not.’


Rowena sighed. ‘Ma, we can do this the hard way, or the easy way. It was a wonderful thing you did, passing the ownership of the house to us.’


‘I only did it to avoid death duties,’ Eva said. ‘I didn’t realize anything like this was going to happen.’


‘But you must be able to see why it is, Ma,’ Rowena was trying to be calm and speak kindly but she was, Eva knew, getting more and more exasperated. ‘I’ve told you. We’ll find you a really good place to live. How could you think that we wouldn’t? But Salix House is no longer viable. You must see that.’


No longer viable. There was nothing to say to that. Rowena and Conor had come to live at Salix House when Dee was born. In those days, neither of them was earning a great deal. They had a tiny flat in Amersham and when Eva proposed that they move in with her, they accepted at once. The burden of childcare was shared and it made Eva happy to have a baby in the house. The irony wasn’t lost on her. She’d been terrified throughout Rowena’s early childhood, but this little scrap of a girl was different. After Bridie was born, Eva made up her mind that here were two sisters who’d be friends for ever and she made every effort to encourage them to like one another, to do things together. And it’s worked, she thought. They get on beautifully. How will it be if they’re not living with me any longer? Will I be able to make sure they’re all right?


Everything had changed in the last year. Rowena had found a job with another accountancy firm and started to commute; Conor’s web design consultancy began to be profitable; and now Rowena had been promoted. And still, Eva thought, there isn’t enough money to ensure the survival of Salix House. She’d already lived long enough since putting the house in Rowena and Conor’s name to be sure of avoiding any death duties on it and she’d never, up to now, regretted making that decision. But if I’d kept it in my name, would Rowena have gone on giving me large sums of money for its upkeep? The truth is: she wants to move to a place that’s more convenient for her work and the girls’ schooling and the small part of me that isn’t entangled with Salix House can see her point of view, even if it isn’t one I share. My own daughter is contriving to make the rest of my life different; to take me from somewhere that’s part of the fabric of my life and put me in a place I don’t know. She pushed her chair away from the table and stood up.


‘I’m going to my room, now,’ she said. ‘I can see that you must do whatever you want. It’s not for me to stop you.’


She tried to leave the kitchen with a firm stride, her head up, as though she were on an imaginary catwalk. Walk like a young woman, Eva, she told herself. She went straight to the study and sat at her desk, staring at the dark wood, not seeing it, but remembering the first time she’d set eyes on Salix House.


1967


In October, Antoine had been commissioned by Vogue to photograph a spread of Eva’s latest dresses. ‘Wait till you see the location I’ve found,’ he told her. ‘You’ll love it. A Queen Anne house in the middle of nowhere and absolutely falling to bits. Practically a ruin. It’s just what I wanted.’


Salix House was exactly as Antoine described it. Eva went with him to look at it on a grey day a week or so before the shoot. The estate agent showed them round.


‘It used to be a school,’ he told them. ‘Been on sale for ages and going at a knock-down price because it’s such a wreck.’


‘It can’t always have been such a wreck. How long’s it been on the market?’


‘Two-and-a-half years.’


‘It’s not exactly on the main drag. Who’d want to live out here? Four miles out of a small town.’ Antoine said this as he wandered round the entrance hall and looked up at the broken windows in the cupola.


‘It only took us an hour or so to drive from London,’ Eva said. ‘It’s a beautiful house. You can see that it used to be beautiful, I mean.’


‘And now it’s derelict,’ Antoine said. ‘Which is just what we want, isn’t it? ‘


‘Oh, yes,’ Eve said. ‘It’s perfect.’


That spread – which appeared in the Vogue issue of April 1968 – was one of Antoine’s triumphs. The clothes were beautiful, and the models included Lissa, the sixteen-year-old who was as sought after as Twiggy and Jean Shrimpton. On Lissa, Eva’s clothes looked other-worldly, and what Antoine photographed that day became known as the Ghost collection. Falls of crepe and chiffon in grey, taupe and storm blue; lace blouses with ruffled collars; silk shirts with fine pintucks worn with tight trousers; an evening gown that fell in a thousand opalescent pleats from the shoulder to just above the knee, made from thin silk in the palest pink imaginable; chiffon skirts that moved like smoke against Lissa’s legs: Eva was happier with these garments than with any she’d created before.


Antoine placed Lissa in an empty classroom, leaning against the skeleton of what once was a desk; sitting on a wooden chair near a blackboard that had come adrift from whatever had kept it on the wall, looking out of cracked and grimy windows; under a salix tree, her thin face surrounded by a halo of pale, pointed, fragile-looking leaves; standing by the gate posts at the bottom of the drive gazing up at the flying eagles; looking lost under the domed roof of the hall.


After everyone else had gone home, Eva and Antoine drove to the estate agent’s office to return the keys.


‘I’m going to buy it,’ Eva said. ‘Salix House.’


‘Come again?’


‘You heard me. It’s going so cheap, Antoine. I love it. I’ve fallen in love with a house … can you believe it? ‘


‘You’re mad. You’ve taken leave of your senses. Think, Eva. It’s a wreck.’


‘It doesn’t have to be. We could do it up.’


‘We? I’m not ready for this Eva. Really. Do think before you do anything rash.’


‘It’s not rash.’ Eva had never been so sure of anything. ‘It’s an investment. It’ll be beautiful.’


‘It’ll be crippling, financially.’ Antoine was beginning to waver, Eva could hear it in his voice.


‘And if I told you it wouldn’t? If I told you I could afford it, all on my own even if you don’t want to come in on it, what would you say then? If money wasn’t an issue?’


‘You’re determined, aren’t you?’


‘You’re beginning to agree with me, aren’t you? I can tell.’


He smiled. ‘You know me too well. But okay. The place is certainly … well, I’m the one who found it and told you about it. I think you’re right. I think it could be fabulous.’


‘Then let’s make it fabulous. Help me with it, Antoine. Please.’


He put out a hand and stroked her knee. ‘How can I refuse you, Eva? You must have anything you want. If you can. You know I’ll help you. Though what’s going to happen to our flat? And how can you work from the middle of nowhere?’


‘Oh, God, don’t be a killjoy! We’ll sell the London flat. We could get a much smaller place to stay in when we need to, but why would we? Why not work from here?’


‘Because it’s the middle of bloody nowhere.’


‘Anywhere outside a three-mile radius of Piccadilly Circus is the middle of nowhere to you. This place is fine. Only an hour or so to town. And look how cheap it is. Have you ever seen a house like this at such a price?’


‘It’s not a cheap house, Eva,’ said Antoine, pulling up outside the estate agent’s office. ‘It’s an incredibly expensive ruin.’


‘But it’ll be our ruin,’ Eva said, happy that he’d come round to her way of thinking so readily. ‘And it won’t be a ruin for very long, I promise you.’


Eva sighed and turned her mind deliberately away from thoughts of the past. For the last ten years, she’d been designing and sewing the costumes for the local amateur dramatic society’s annual spring production. The Belstone Players were a good company, and it gave Eva satisfaction to know that her costumes had added to their reputation. She enjoyed the challenge, loved being able to draw something different every year, choose the fabrics, sew them, be praised at the first night and mentioned in the local paper. Musicals were a speciality of the Belstone Players. Eva opened her sketchbook and began to draw a pretty twenties dress for one of the flappers in The Boy Friend. So far away from the dark memories that seemed to overwhelm her more and more often these days.
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