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    Chapter 1




    Mark said, ‘I’ve decided to go home.’




    In the flat above their florist shop, Luke and Tony looked sympathetic. Carefully, Tony said, ‘When you say home, you mean…?’




    ‘Thorp.’




    ‘Because …?’




    Mark bowed his head, embarrassed by their concern and the careful way they avoided the relevant words. There was a vase of lilies on the mantelpiece and their intense perfume filled the room and deepened the silence he seemed unable to break. He almost blurted out that he was too strange to be sitting here in their tidy living room, that didn’t they think he was polluting the very air they breathed? He was filthy after all – couldn’t they tell? His flesh crawled. He mumbled, ‘I just thought I’d go home – see Dad. A bit of a holiday, really.’ He thought how northern his voice sounded when he couldn’t be bothered. It was a sign of his depression: these slack, Teesside vowels. Luke and Tony exchanged looks and Mark tried to read their expressions, knowing he looked too hopeful. He wanted them to tell him not to go, and that it would all be all right to stay and do nothing. But their pity had become exasperation; he looked down at the glass of wine cradled in his hand. ‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘I’m afraid I haven’t been much company tonight.’




    The two men were quick to deny it. Luke glanced towards the dining table, still littered with coffee cups and wine glasses, the plate of ravaged cheeses sweating and weeping amongst grape stalks and biscuit crumbs. All the other guests had left; only Mark outstayed his welcome. Mark thought of the woman who had sat across the table from him, a dentist with dark, clever eyes, good-looking enough. Luke and Tony had high hopes that he and the dentist would hit if off, hopes that were unspoken, but demonstrated in the way the two men became more flirtatious around them, as though some of their playfulness would rub off on their awkward guests. The dentist was called Helen. She was the kind of woman he ought to like but didn’t; adding to his sense of hopelessness.




    Tony said, ‘Mark, why don’t you come and stay with us for a while?’




    Mark thought about staying in Luke and Tony’s spare room, of waiting in bed, listening to the two of them preparing to go downstairs to work. Luke would sing; he sang often, the latest song by Madonna or Kylie, and Tony would nag him to be quick: they had deliveries to attend to, wreaths to assemble. The smell of their coffee would drift into his room like a gentle hint that he should get up and stop moping, although neither of them would use such a word as mope. Luke and Tony believed what he was going through was far too serious for the kind of stiff upper lip, grin-and-bear-it words his father would use. Suddenly he longed to be home, in his bedroom where the bright colours of the Persian rug broke the shadow of the plane tree that grew outside his window, only to remember that it had been days since he’d slept a full night in his bed. Lately he fell into fitful dozes on the couch, afraid of sleeping, of his violent, chaotic dreams.




    Tony said, ‘Listen, love, the offer stands. If you go home and find you can’t cope with all that family stuff, come back here and stay with us. Or one of us could stay with you. You’re not alone in this.’




    Luke said, ‘Of course you’re not.’




    I am alone, Mark wanted to say. Utterly, totally. He looked at the two men sitting opposite him on the china blue silk sofa. Tony’s arm stretched along the sofa’s back, his fingers dangling millimetres away from Luke’s shoulder. Such casual intimacy used to reassure him: here was love and respect and tenderness. Now it just seemed smug and condescending. He got up, surprising himself with the suddenness of his move so that he felt too big and awkward amongst the knick-knacks and artful arrangements of flowers. He downed the last of his wine in one swallow and knew that he must look rude, in too much of a hurry to leave.




    ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I should go.’




    They followed him down the narrow flight of stairs that rose from the doorway leading out on to the street. On the pavement they embraced him in turn. Holding him at arms’ length, Tony searched his face. ‘You’ll be all right,’ he said. It was a statement, as though he’d seen something in his expression that reassured him. Tony had told him once that he was strong, that he could sense his northern grit beneath the soft veneer living in the south had lent him. Mark was tempted to ask him if he truly believed he was a hard man. How ridiculous he would sound.




    In his car, he sat for a moment before turning on the engine. He pictured his flat, how he had left a lamp on in each room, how the feeble, forty-watt bulbs would leave too much shadow and darkness. He needed one hundred-watt bulbs, the kind of harsh, no-nonsense light that illuminated his father’s house. Simon didn’t go in for the soft ambience of lamps. Simon had to have blinding, white, overhead light as though he was about to examine a patient.




    A week ago Mark had been to see his GP. Years since he had visited the practice, he found that the doctor he remembered as being a little like Simon had retired, replaced by a girl a good ten years younger than himself. On her desk she had pictures of a fat toddler clutching a baby, on her wall a poster informing that Breast is Best. He had felt like a trespasser. She had ended up taking his blood pressure, listening to his blood pounding with a professional little frown. He couldn’t bring himself to say what he’d intended to say if the doctor had been the older, old-fashioned man he’d expected. ‘I am so tired,’ he’d wanted to say. And, if he’d felt brave, ‘I think I should be put away.’ And the kindly, twinkle-eyed doctor who wore a tweed suit and smelt faintly of cigars would not be shocked or disgusted as he coaxed out his confession but rather brisk and even dismissive. ‘My dear boy,’ the doctor would cry, ‘I daresay we all think of ourselves as monsters from time to time!’




    Mark put on his seatbelt and started the car. He thought of Susan, who had told him that if he was a monster he was one of a rare and exotic breed, a line that must be nearing extinction. ‘You’re the last of your kind,’ she said. Straddling his body she’d leaned forward and brushed her mouth against his. She’d whispered, ‘I’m not scared,’ and the smile in her voice had made him laugh in despair.




    ‘I am,’ he’d said.




    She had sat up and frowned at him thoughtfully, her head cocked to one side. At last she’d said, ‘I wish you were a monster, Mark, a larger than life shit – I wouldn’t feel guilty about fucking you then.’




    They never mentioned guilt and she had glanced away as she said it, only to look at him again, not quite meeting his eye as she smiled crookedly. A few minutes earlier she had been wrapping her legs around his waist and groaning his name in a climax he only half-believed she faked. Now the guilt she’d conjured made her look sheepish. ‘It’s just sex that’s all,’ she said. ‘I do what I do because you’re the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.’ She laughed a little and rested her forehead against his. ‘Think of it as a basic urge I have to satisfy, like thirst. I would shrivel up without you.’




    He remembered holding her head between his hands and lifting her face away from his. The fresh wounds on his back and buttocks stung and he knew the sheets would be spotted with blood and he would feel ashamed as he stripped the bed and bundled the linen into the washing machine. But for that moment he wanted her to tear at his broken skin with her finger nails, to open him up and make him bleed more. He had almost asked her to stay the night in his bed so that later, later… Instead he had closed his eyes, sickened by his own basic urges. She had kissed him. ‘I should go,’ she’d said. ‘Or he might begin to wonder where I am.’




    Mark turned the car into his street. He parked in a space only a few doors from his flat and locked it with the remote, only to try the door to check it was secure. The street was quiet but he was afraid that the car would be stolen and that its theft would topple him over the edge. He was afraid too that the flat would be burgled, that one day he would return home and find it plundered and vandalised, graffiti sprayed on the walls, fresh faeces on the carpet – the shit-scared leaving their calling card. Climbing the steps that led from the street to his front door he saw it in his mind’s eye – drawers pulled out and spilling their contents, his books and papers fanning across the floor, pages fluttering in the draft from the jemmied window. He hesitated before turning the key in the lock and going inside.




    The hallway at least was as he left it, the lamp on the table spreading its yellow glow on the polished floor and the muted colours of the rug. Next to the lamp the lilies he bought each Saturday from Tony’s shop had changed in his absence from heavy buds to half-unfurled blooms, their scent already filling the hall. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror above the table, saw that he looked haggard, as though he’d been drinking all night in some filthy dive rather than struggling to make small talk with a pretty dentist. Resisting the compulsion to peer at himself, he turned away and walked though to the kitchen where his answering machine beeped its quiet, persistent alarm. Two messages.




    He pressed play and poured himself a scotch as Simon’s recorded voice said, ‘Hello? Mark? It’s Dad – just wanted to say I’ll expect you about two o’clock tomorrow. I’ll rustle up some lunch. Anyway…are you all right, my boy? Sorry I missed you….’ He trailed off, an old man uncomfortable with machines that didn’t allow for mistakes, that he knew made him sound older and more unsure of himself and the world than he had ever been in his long life. Sipping his drink, Mark deleted his father’s message. At once the confident tone of his brother had him setting down his glass and listening carefully to the nuances in his voice.




    Ben said, ‘Hi Mark. Dad’s just told me you’re coming home tomorrow. Spur of the moment decision? Well, good, we need to talk, don’t we? I’ll look forward to seeing you – safe journey.’




    Mark played his brother’s message again. Ben’s voice was light, friendly, the voice he no doubt used to reassure his patients. He pictured his older brother standing at the French windows of his study, looking out over his large, manicured garden as he spoke into the phone. Behind him his desk would be bare except for his laptop and an orderly pile of strictly relevant reference books. His diary would be open on the day. Mark imagined his own name written in red and underlined on its page. He wondered if Ben had hesitated before punching his number into the phone, if he’d felt that sudden, nervous quickening of the heart. Ben would have taken a breath, been firm with himself: it was just a phone call to his brother. Mark played the message again. He fancied he could hear Ben’s baby son crying in the background. He picked up his drink and pressed delete, erasing his brother’s voice mid-flow.




    He went into his own sitting room. His flat was the ground floor of a Victorian terrace house. The builders had taken care with its conversion and all the original features that estate agents liked so much were still in place. The flat’s rooms were airy, with high ceilings and deep skirting boards. He had an open fireplace that was much admired but never lit. In the alcoves on either side of the marble mantelpiece were floor-to-ceiling bookcases so crammed with books that some had to be stacked on the floor. Most of the books he hadn’t opened for years; often he imagined getting rid of some of them, but knew that the process of selection would take hours, that he would be caught up in reading dust jackets and opening lines and that the words would drag him into the past and hold him prisoner there. These books were best ignored, but certain books, the first editions and flea market finds Susan had inscribed with clever dedications, he had hidden away in a suitcase in the spare bedroom. One day, with a decisive bravery he could barely imagine now, he would dispose of those.




    He sat down in a leather armchair beside the fire, a pile of books on Renaissance art at his fingertips, the next tentative idea for a novel to research. He rested his head against the chair’s high back and closed his eyes, too tired to go to bed to wrestle with sleep. He took the remote control and switched on the television. On BBC twenty-four hour news American soldiers had been killed in Iraq; a child had gone missing from the Rosehill housing estate on the outskirts of Durham.




    He turned up the volume. The estate was close to Simon’s house and he remembered its rows of 1950s semi-detached council houses, flat-fronted and pebble-dashed, that he and Ben used to pass on their shortcuts to the park. The news camera panned along the missing child’s street and he noticed that the houses looked less raw than they had in his 1960s childhood. Trees had grown in front gardens, cars were parked bumper to bumper along the kerb, suggesting a kind of prosperity that was missing in those days. Despite the fact that they had moved away to the leafy suburbs of Thorp, Ben would still play football with the boys from Rosehill on the green spaces between the squares of houses and tower blocks.




    He had always been excluded from these games, considered too weedy, too much of a girl, a puff. He was an embarrassment; Ben disowned him whenever he thought he could get away with it. As a child Ben led a double life and a large part of the subterfuge was making sure his association with such a useless boy didn’t taint him. Ben could easily act the part of the posh boy from the big house but he was also one of the lads, a rough kid who swore and fought and smoked Embassy cigarettes openly in the street.




    The news turned to sport and Mark switched off. He went over Ben’s message again and thought how the lightness of his voice was faked to disguise his urgency. Ben needed to talk to him and for the moment this need was the most important thing in his brother’s life. For the first time Ben craved his approval. Mark felt his stomach turn over at the very idea of his brother’s new obsession.




    Last month, late one evening as he worked at his desk, he had answered the telephone absently, only to sit up straighter as Ben said, ‘Mark. Hello. Hello?’ His brother had laughed self-consciously. ‘Mark? Are you there? Can you hear me?’




    ‘Yes. Yes, I can hear you. Sorry –’




    ‘You sound distracted. Do you have someone with you?’ Ben laughed again, an edge to his voice as he said, ‘Is this a bad time?’




    ‘No. How are you?’ Mark had looked down at the last line he had typed, deleting an adjective despite himself. He said, ‘How are Kitty and the baby?’




    ‘They’re great. Well, Nathan is teething again, so perhaps not so great…a few sleepless nights, nothing Kit can’t cope with.’




    Mark thought of the girl Ben had married a year earlier. Ben’s child-bride, Simon called her, his voice gruff with affection. Kitty was beautiful, an elfin girl Simon adored. Whenever they met Mark felt huge and clumsy beside her; he also felt old, of course, every day of his forty-three years an unbridgeable chasm between himself and his sister-in-law.




    Ben said, ‘How are you, Mark?’




    ‘Fine.’




    ‘Good. That’s good.’ He paused. On a rush of breath he said, ‘So, you’re OK?’




    ‘Is there something wrong, Ben?’




    ‘No! No, not wrong. Not really…’ He’d sighed. ‘I don’t want you to be upset, that’s all.’




    Mark’s hand had tightened around the phone. ‘Go on.’




    ‘It’s just that I’ve been thinking, since Nath was born…Mark, I want you to understand…’




    And his brother had gone on, cajoling him to understand. When he had finally put the phone down Mark had rushed to the bathroom and thrown up. For some minutes he sat on the bathroom floor, his head against the cold tiled wall. He tried to think clearly, to be calm and rational as Ben had insisted he should be. Ben had said, ‘I’m not asking for your permission, Mark – I just wanted you to know…I wanted you to hear it from me…’




    Mark remembered the pauses Ben had left for him to fill. He hadn’t been able to speak. Already the bile had risen in his throat and Ben had been exasperated with his silence. ‘Mark, for God’s sake! I can’t believe this has come as a surprise!’ Then, more gently, he had said, ‘I know this might be difficult for you. But Danny is my father – our father, our flesh and blood. I have to find him.’




    Mark got up and turned the television off. He finished his drink and went into the kitchen to place the glass in the dishwasher. He would wake to a tidy home, everything in its place. His flat was beautiful – everyone said so. He was told he had exquisite taste. His guests admired the oil paintings of seascapes on his pale walls, his elegant, antique furniture, the way his few rooms seemed so full of light, of a kind of grace, Tony had once said, and had looked at him curiously as though he couldn’t quite accept that they weren’t lovers.




    Mark undressed for bed. He brushed his teeth and avoided his eyes in the bathroom mirror. He hated the sight of himself, more so since Ben had told him he was set on finding their natural father, Danny. Since then his face was even more a reminder of trouble. He looked so starkly like Danny, so unlike the blond, blue-eyed Simon that it was obvious that he was only an adopted son. Ben could pass for Simon’s blood but not him. He was Danny’s, through and through. And yet it was Ben who wanted to find Danny, Ben who wanted to reach back as though their blood held some knowledge he couldn’t get along without.




    Mark gripped the edge of the sink, sickened again by the idea of Ben excavating their shared past. For the first time it occurred to him that his brother might have dug up more than he’d admitted to, and he pictured Ben meeting him outside Simon’s house tomorrow with Danny at his side. He wondered if he would faint with fear or run like a madman. He forced himself to look at his reflection full on. Danny gazed back at him. He turned away quickly and went to bed.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    April 1968




    Annette Carter watched as the man who had insisted on being addressed as Simon poured her a sherry from a sticky-looking bottle. He was tall, about six foot two, his shoulders were broad, his waist slim and his hair was thick and blond, often falling over his eyes so that he pushed it back impatiently. He wore a tweed suit with flecks of green in its weave, a suit that may have been expensive once but looked old-fashioned now. His dark blue tie was stained and his shoes needed polishing. He smiled often. Earlier he’d told her that he was a surgeon. She’d noticed his hands then, and thought how strong and capable they looked.




    If she’d had to guess she would have said Doctor Simon Walker was only thirty or so. He was forty-five – she’d calculated his age quite early in her interview as he explained why he limped. Aged twenty-one he had lost a leg during the liberation of France in 1944. Smiling he’d said, ‘It didn’t used to slow me down quite as much as it does nowadays.’ His smile was lovely; it had made her feel shy and she’d looked down at her hands clasped in her lap. Nervous from the start, his gentle manners and good looks made her feel anxious. Danny would hate this man.




    Doctor Simon Walker handed her a schooner of sherry and sat down in the armchair opposite her. He said, ‘Annette – may I call you Annette? Annette, as I said, my wife is in hospital and will be for the next couple of weeks. I would like this house to be spic and span for her return – comfortable, welcoming…’ He glanced around the large, untidy room. There was a stain on the brown wallpaper above the mantelpiece, the same paper curling away from the corners of the room. Cobwebs collected dust around the light fitting, a single, unshaded bulb that dangled from the chipped ceiling rose. The doctor’s furniture was as old and grand as the stuff she dusted in the homes of the solicitor and bank manager she cleaned for, but neglected, its fineness almost obscured by accumulated junk.




    Doctor Walker frowned. As though he was seeing his home for the first time, he said thoughtfully, ‘It’s not a very homely house, is it? I’d forgotten how cold and damp it is. But I would like my wife – Joy – not to be too dismayed when she finally gets to see it.’




    ‘I’ll do my best, sir.’




    ‘Simon.’ He smiled. ‘Sir makes me feel terribly old.’




    ‘Sorry.’ To avoid his gaze she glanced away towards the damp patch above the French doors. The doors led out to the garden, a huge lawn enclosed by a high wall. Daffodils bloomed beneath a row of trees, the branches shading the veranda of a summerhouse. The summerhouse had a hole in its tarred roof; its door hung open on its hinges. Small birds flew in and out of the snow-white blossom of a hawthorn hedge. She had never seen such a beautiful garden; she would like to lie down on the grass and soak up its peacefulness, to drift into sleep knowing she would be safe. She thought of Sleeping Beauty’s garden, its wildness shielding her from the outside world until the Prince hacked his way through.




    She realised the doctor was speaking. Startled, she looked at him as he said, ‘I’m afraid the place has gone to rack and ruin since my mother’s illness. I hope you don’t feel too put off by its shabbiness. Look – why don’t I show you around? You can decide for yourself whether it’s something you would want to take on or not.’




    *          *          *




    Annette had seen the postcard advertising for a cleaner in Brown’s window. She had been on her way home from taking Mark and Ben to school and straight away she had gone to the telephone box at the end of her street and dialled the number on the card. She hadn’t given herself time to think about it. When Doctor Walker answered on the fifth ring he had asked if she could be interviewed immediately. Standing in the smelly phone box she had looked down at herself. She was wearing her tartan miniskirt and a skinny-rib jumper, American Tan tights and the black coat Danny had rescued from a bin on the posh end of his round. She had brushed the coat down and sewn on new brass buttons and it looked all right if she didn’t show its torn lining. As Doctor Walker gave her directions to his house she decided that she was presentable enough to be offered a cleaning job. She had told him she would be there in half an hour.




    The doctor led her through the house, from the sitting room and dining room that looked out over the garden, through the hallway and upstairs to the grand bedrooms with their thick, faded curtains and Persian rugs and views of the graveyard across the road. There were graves as far as the eye could see. Her own parents were buried there, their grave unmarked in a shady spot way beyond the obelisks and urns and weeping angels that marked the resting places of the prosperous. For a moment she and the doctor stood side by side looking out at the sobering view. Then, wordlessly, he turned away and led her up more stairs to the attics, full of suitcases and tea chests, then down again to the kitchen and scullery.




    It seemed that the kitchen hadn’t been touched since Victorian times. There was still a black-leaded range and a stone sink with a single tap, and a Welsh dresser loaded with china cups and plates and servers and soup tureens – the kind of delicate stuff no one used any more. The Spode and the Wedgwood gathered dust that dulled the pretty patterns of Chinese bridges and willow trees, roses and windmills. It would take a day just to strip the dresser to its bare shelves and wash each piece in soapy water.




    In the pantry she noticed a mousetrap and guessed that the house would be over-run with mice and cockroaches, silverfish and moths, all the little creatures that had such noses for the dirt and grime old women left in their wake. Simon Walker had told her that his mother had lived to a grand old age in this house and would not be moved from it until the very last. Annette imagined her living solely in this kitchen, close to the heat from the range, surviving on bread and milk and sweet tea, just as her own grandmother had – a squalid, deranged existence.




    Standing in the middle of the kitchen Doctor Walker said, ‘You’re very quiet, Annette. I’m afraid you’re going to run away in horror.’




    ‘No – really, I’m not afraid of hard work.’




    ‘Do you think you might be able to start straight away? Tomorrow, say?’




    ‘I’ve got the job?’




    ‘Of course – why not?’




    ‘I could come in the morning, about half past nine?’




    ‘Half past nine it is.’ He smiled. ‘Now, may I give you a lift home?’




    She thought of Danny and the interrogation he would subject her to if he saw her getting out of a stranger’s car. She had an idea that she could keep this job a secret, the money she would make would be hers alone, hers and Mark’s and Ben’s. Thinking of her boys, she said, ‘I don’t need a lift, thank you. I only live a short walk away.’




    He showed her to the door. On the black and white tiled path that led to the gate he held out his hand. ‘Goodbye, Annette. I’ll see you in the morning.’




    His hand was warm and dry in hers. As she walked away she felt his eyes on her and looked back. It must have been her imagination because already the door was closed and the house looked as empty and undisturbed as it had when she first arrived.




    Simon finished the last of the sherry and went outside to throw the bottle in the bin. He walked along the side of the house and into the garden and thought about picking some of the daffodils to take to Joy in hospital. Joy loved flowers, the wilder the better. Not for her the roses and lilies and chrysanthemums his mother had preferred. His mother had dismissed as vulgar the fat headed daffodils that grew like weeds in this garden. Joy, no doubt, would think them pretty. He sighed, profoundly miserable.




    He walked across the lawn to the summerhouse and sat on its steps. Four months ago, newly married to Joy, he had given up cigarettes on her insistence but now he longed for a smoke. He had smelt tobacco on that girl’s clothes and had almost asked her for a cigarette. Perhaps he should have, it might have helped her to relax a little. He frowned, remembering how tense she was, jumpy as a feral cat. He remembered how she couldn’t bring herself to meet his eye and how she had blushed when he’d explained his bloody leg. Perhaps he’d said too much, he often did when he thought it might put others at ease. Gushing, his mother had called it. Well, his gushing had backfired with this girl. She must have thought him a fool, an old soldier for the love of God.




    As well as cigarettes, the girl had smelt of Lily of the Valley perfume, a sweet-sharp, oddly old-fashioned scent for such a young woman. And she was young, only about twenty-two or three. He’d expected someone older, a matron in a flower-sprigged overall, pink spiky curlers showing beneath a dull headscarf. When he’d opened the door to Annette Carter he’d thought that she was a gypsy like those that occasionally called at his London home selling white heather or offering to read his palm. Annette had the same dark looks, the same wary suspicion in her eyes. Such arresting eyes she had, a curious, lovely green. He’d noticed how full her breasts were beneath that tight, cheap sweater. He had watched her as she walked ahead of him up the stairs to the bedrooms, her skirt skimming her mid-thighs and showing off her shapely legs and swaying hips. She was one of the sexiest women he had seen for years, since the war, probably, when all girls seemed to be as gorgeous as Annette Carter. He thought of Joy lying in her hospital bed, pale and plain and spinsterish as the day he met her, and felt ashamed of himself.




    His mother had called him a fool and asked him why he had wanted to marry such an old maid as Joy Featherstone. ‘You could have any woman you liked – any! If only your father was alive to talk some sense into you!’




    ‘Dad would have liked Joy.’




    ‘He loved Grace.’




    ‘Grace is dead, Mum. Please, let’s not talk about Grace.’




    Grace, his first wife, had been killed during one of the last air raids on London. They had been married for two years. In his memory she had become incandescently lovely and for more than twenty years he’d believed no woman could replace her as his wife. He had taken lovers instead, discreetly, one after the other; these women were other men’s wives mainly – women he imagined would be less trouble to him. Then he met Joy, who wasn’t married, who he suspected had barely been kissed, and had been so horribly easy to seduce, so grateful to him for being kind and gentle as he took her virginity. So kind and gentle he had forgotten his usual precautions and a few weeks later Joy told him she was pregnant.




    From the summerhouse steps he gazed unseeing at his new home. It was Joy’s pregnancy that had brought him here, that and his mother’s sudden death, a beginning and an ending conspiring to wreck his comfortable, careless life. When Joy had told him she was expecting his child he’d felt as though he’d been punched in the head. In the photographs of their wedding he looked dazed. He looked old, too. After so many years of thinking of himself as young he saw the wedding pictures and felt a kind of dismayed embarrassment, realising that if he hadn’t made Joy pregnant he would have blithely gone on with his old life. In no time at all he would have become a laughing-stock, a middle-aged Lothario.




    He got up from the steps and walked restlessly around the garden. His parents had bought this house a year after the war, his father pleased with the idea that another doctor had lived here, a man who had run his practice from its large, stately rooms, just as he was about to do. His father believed that he would join him, becoming one of the new National Health Service GPs like him, but he had wanted to stay in London where he had trained. Londoners seemed to need doctors more than the people of Thorp, a town that had come through the war relatively unscathed. Besides, he had no connection to Thorp; he imagined he would despise its small town narrow-mindedness. He’d been a soldier. He’d seen and done and wanted to do more. His father, a veteran of the first war, had told him he understood. His mother raged. Remembering her impotent fury, Simon smiled despite himself. She seemed to have been angry all his life. Even when her stroke silenced her, her eyes blazed.




    From the kitchen garden Simon looked back at the house. It was certainly big – five bedrooms, three attics, three receptions rooms, one of which had been used as his father’s surgery. He remembered the first time he had visited his parents here, how his father’s patients waited on chairs lining either side of the wide hallway: men who had worked too hard for too long and too little and were prematurely old; young, skinny women with too many children. Many of the women were pregnant; their pregnancies had struck him quite forcefully. Inevitably he had thought of Grace, who had wanted children, who hadn’t thought that his new disability would make a jot of difference to his capabilities as a father. In 1945 in his father’s surgery, as the poor and desperate and ill coughed outside the door, he had wept for this lovely, dead wife as his father waited patiently for him to collect himself.




    Joy too had thought he would make a good father, even after he had suggested that she have an abortion. They had sat in her flat, a tray of tea on the table between them, and he had been surprised at the way she squared up to him. He remembered how she sat on the edge of her horsehair couch, her back sergeant-major straight and her knees tight together below the hem of her thick woollen skirt. Her eyes were defiant – he remembered being in awe of her as she said, ‘I want this child. Our child. I’m prepared to bring him or her up alone. I won’t be made to feel ashamed and I won’t have a termination as you call it – a horrible word for a horrible act. I don’t want anything from you. I just thought you should know.’




    She’d smoothed her skirt over her still-flat belly, looking up to catch him staring at her. There must have been some scepticism in his expression because she said, ‘I am pregnant, Simon. I’ve had the tests. July – I’ve been given the date of 10th July.’




    In the garden Simon stooped to pick a daffodil. He picked another and then another until he had an armful, some barely out of bud, others in full bloom and almost ragged. He thought of a nurse placing them in an ugly, hospital vase beside his wife’s bed. Joy was in a side room off the maternity ward, within earshot of mewling newborn babies. It seemed a particularly cruel place for her to be. But that’s what his profession often was, cruel and thoughtless and dismissive of feelings.




    Joy had begun to lose the baby on the train from Kings Cross to Darlington. Sitting beside him in the packed carriage she had suddenly let out a surprised yelp, like a puppy whose tail had been stood on. She had grasped his hand tightly, turning to him with such a look of horror he had realised at once what was wrong. The train sped on between stations so that they lost their child in a kind of nowhere land where he could do nothing except hold her and make his feeble reassurances that the blood soaking into the train seat didn’t necessarily mean she was miscarrying. At the next station the other passengers helped him support his wife from the train, others passing out their luggage. He wondered if they could smell the blood, or whether its warm iron, ironically fecund, smell was just in his imagination. The blood was a large, dark patch on the seat; he remembered wondering if British Rail would send him a bill for cleaning it up. This was shock he realised now, shock and horror and grief – all emotions that since the war he had tried to protect himself from experiencing again.




    He walked back inside the house and stood the flowers in the sink. A bumblebee crawled from one of the yellow trumpets and bumped against the window. He let it out, watching as it flew low over the grass. He noticed how quiet his new home and garden were. The air was sweet with the smell of his neighbours’ gardens, gardens which ran down to ThorpPark with its swings and slides and flowerbeds full of Corporation daffodils. This would have been a safe place for a child to grow up, a far cry from the busy, polluted streets surrounding his flat in Hampstead. Joy had been pleased to come here, pleased, too, that he was willing to change his life so drastically.




    He had taken a new job as chief of general surgery at Thorp hospital, he was to start in a week’s time, a breathing space intended to allow him to show his wife around Thorp and settle them both into their new home. As it was, Joy had never even seen this house. Last night, when he’d visited her in her cell-like room she had turned her face away from him. When he tried to comfort her with a plan for their new future together she had refused to speak. She was right to ignore him because it wasn’t much of a plan, only that she could choose new paint and wallpaper and furniture for the house and plants for the garden. Joy had green fingers; she could also sew and knew how to decorate a room so that it looked homely and welcoming. But she wasn’t interested in such things any more. All she wanted was her child growing inside her again.




    In the panic and pain of those first few hours after she’d lost the baby he had told her they would have other children. Last night he had lain in bed and wondered if he really did want another child with Joy. He found himself gingerly probing at his own feelings as though they were rotten teeth; he didn’t reach any conclusion, couldn’t come up with any concrete plan of action. All he could think was that his life had somehow come off the rails; he was stranded in a small town he barely knew with a wife he wasn’t sure he loved enough. At least he would have his work – a new department to make his mark on. He wondered if it would be enough.




    Staring out of the window he thought of the girl who was to be his housekeeper. She hadn’t been very talkative, rather silent in fact. She had answered his questions bluntly, telling him that yes, she was married, and yes she had children, two boys. She had lived in Thorp all her life, her husband too. He thought that for a moment she’d looked at him with curiosity, as though wondering why he had so many questions about her life, although she had smiled fleetingly when he’d asked her children’s names. She’d said, ‘Mark and Ben, they’re five and six.’ There was such pride in her voice that he had almost expected her to forget her reticence and take out a picture of these boys. He was relieved when she didn’t. Since Joy’s miscarriage he’d found he couldn’t look at other people’s children without a painful, surprising surge of jealousy.




    He closed the kitchen window and looked at his watch. It was almost visiting time. He pictured driving to the hospital in the car he’d hired that morning. The hospital was only a couple of years old, a plain, forbidding block of concrete surrounded by car park. There, he would wait for the lift to the fifth-floor maternity ward, surrounded by young men, each a new father carrying flowers or holding the hand of a small child, a brother or sister to the latest arrival. For a moment he imagined disguising himself in a white coat, his stethoscope dangling casually around his neck. Those young fathers wouldn’t pay him any attention then. No longer one of their number, he could be totally anonymous. He sighed. Taking a sheet of newspaper, he wrapped the daffodils up and went in search of the car keys.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Turning the corner into Tanner Street, Annette saw Ben and Mark sitting on their front door step. Ben had his arm around Mark’s shoulders, his other hand pressing a bloodstained handkerchief to his little brother’s nose. Annette ran the last few yards towards them. Seeing her, Ben shoved the handkerchief into Mark’s hand and scrambled to his feet, jerking Mark’s arm so that he stood up too. As she crouched in front of them Ben said, ‘He’s locked us out.’




    ‘What are you doing home from school so early?’




    ‘He came to fetch us.’




    This was something new. Danny had never set foot in Skinner Street Infants before. Wondering what he was up to made her heart race faster. To hide her panic she forced herself to smile as she gently lifted away the handkerchief he was holding to his face. His nose was caked in drying blood. He looked dazed, like a boxer who had lost too many rounds. She lifted him into her arms and he buried his face in her neck. He was silent as always; she barely noticed his silence any more. She patted his back absently, rhythmically.




    Sullenly Ben repeated, ‘He’s locked us out.’




    Carrying Mark, Annette began to walk along the street. She turned into the alley that led to their back gate. Ben slipped his hand into hers. She looked down at him. ‘Were you being naughty?’




    ‘No. He just told us to get out. He hit Mark because he wasn’t quick enough.’




    Annette squeezed Ben’s hand reassuringly although fear made her guts feel loose, a shaming, cowardly feeling. Cautiously she asked Ben, ‘Was he shouting?’




     ‘No.’




    ‘Did he smell of the pub?’




    Ben shook his head. They had reached their gate. The large, European-style number seven that Danny had painted across its panels like the insignia of a dictator made it stand out starkly from their neighbours’ gates. They stopped and Mark held on to her more tightly; he whimpered, the first sound he’d made since she arrived home. As if to show that he was more grown up, Ben let go of her hand. He squared his shoulders and glared up at her, a defiant look in his eye that was pure Danny. Stubbornly he said, ‘He’s locked us out.’




    She tried to laugh. ‘No! He’ll let us in now. Besides I bet the gate’s only stuck.’ She pushed it gingerly as though it was a delicately sprung trap. The gate creaked open. Across the yard she could see the closed back door. Yellow Submarine blared through the open kitchen window; she could hear Danny singing along. She let go of the breath she’d been holding.




    ‘There,’ she said. ‘He probably only wanted to listen to his music in peace.’




    Gently she disentangled Mark’s arms from around her neck and set him down, holding on to him for a moment to make sure he was steady. As she released him he clasped her hand, turning to press his face against her thigh. Wanting to hold him again instead she said, ‘Stand up straight now Mark. Like a soldier, eh? Soldiers don’t cry, do they?’




    Annette felt him shiver. After a moment he stepped away from her and let go of her hand. He kept his eyes fixed on the yard’s cracked flags as Annette whispered, ‘Good boy. If we’re good Daddy won’t be cross.’




    The music stopped abruptly and she felt her heart leap as Danny swung the door open. He stepped back, bowing deeply and theatrically. ‘Queen Annette – welcome to my humble abode.’




    Danny said, ‘Don’t take your clothes off, I just want a quick fuck.’




    Annette paused, her jumper half off and covering her face. She pulled it down again and lay on the bed. Danny knelt beside her, grinning. He reached out and hooked a strand of her hair away from her face. Through long practice she stopped herself from flinching.




    He asked, ‘Where have you been today?’ He was still grinning, watching her closely.




    ‘I went to the shops.’




    ‘But you didn’t buy anything.’




    ‘No.’




    He snorted and lay down on his back beside her. Looking at the ceiling he said, ‘You can take your tights and knickers off. I can’t fuck you if you keep them on, can I?’




    Downstairs, when he had straightened up from his bow, he’d grabbed her arm and jerked her inside. To Ben he’d said, ‘Didn’t I tell you to stay out in the street until I told you to come back in?’




    Trying not to sound frightened she’d laughed a little. ‘Danny – they’re cold and tired. Let them in, eh? They’ll be really quiet and good–’




    He’d frowned at her. ‘You’re wheedling. Don’t wheedle.’ Turning back to the boys he said, ‘Fuck off until I call you.’ He closed the door. To her he’d said, ‘Get upstairs now.’




    On their bed Annette squirmed out of her underwear. Rolling on to his side, Danny pushed her skirt up to her waist and placed his palm heavily on her thigh. ‘You should be here when I get home. You shouldn’t be out gallivanting.’




    ‘Sorry. I didn’t expect you back.’




    ‘Didn’t expect you back.’ He mimicked her, his fingers digging into her flesh. In the morning there would be a ring of fingertip bruises to fade to yellow beneath her skirt. With his head propped on his elbow he looked down into her face. ‘Where were you really this afternoon?’




    Fearfully she said, ‘I told you, I looked round the shops.’


    ‘Honestly?’




    She attempted to laugh. ‘Yes, honestly.’




    ‘You’ve got blood on your shoulder.’




    She couldn’t think what to say, knowing that if she told him it was Mark’s blood it might re-ignite his anger. Both of his sons provoked him but it was Mark who seemed to irritate him the most. It was Mark’s silence, Annette thought, his total lack of defiance. Danny hated to see such blatant fear.




    Danny circled the spot of blood with his thumb. ‘I gave Mark a bloody nose. Little bastard. Mummy’s boy!’




    Cautiously she said, ‘He’s just a baby, Danny.’




    ‘He’s growing into a right bloody pansy! I’ll have to take my belt off to him again.’ He rolled on to his back and groped for her hand. They stared at the ceiling; she felt her exposed flesh grow cold.




    At last Danny said, ‘Mark’s not mine, is he?’




    He had said this before; sometimes she could believe he was joking, other times when he was roaring and spitting and jumping with rage she knew he thought it to be true. Now though his voice was calm, there was even a hint of a smile on his face as he turned to see her reaction.




    As calmly as she could she said, ‘He’s yours, Danny. He’s the spit of you.’




    At once she realised she’d said the wrong thing. His eyes closed. He sighed heavily. Wearily he said, ‘If I find out you’re lying to me…’




    ‘I’m not, honestly. Really I’m not.’




    He unzipped his fly. ‘Lie on your front.’




    She began to tremble. ‘Danny – please…Not that…’




    ‘Get on your front! Unless you want your little bastards to stay out all night?’




    The other girls in the sugar factory were jealous of her when Danny Carter asked her to dance one Friday night at the Corporation Hall. All the girls were after him; he was gorgeous, like Elvis: a slim, slight Elvis, neat-looking, clean. Most Thorp men looked like they’d been hastily modelled from clay; they had big hands and heavy, muddy-looking features; their fingernails were dirty and they smelt of sweat and the steel they worked with. Given the slightest encouragement they pushed their big hands up inside your bra, all the time gobbling up your face as though you were made of pastry. Annette had dated enough of them to know she could never bring herself to go all the way with one of them. They were too awkward, too charmless; she wanted to lose her virginity to someone who knew the right words.




    She began to gain a reputation for being a cock tease, then for being frigid, then, with more malice, for being stuck-up. As her reputation morphed Danny Carter watched and waited. She sensed him watching her, was pleased by it; it was her secret. She knew he would step in one day and claim her.




    That Friday night at the Corporation Hall she had been standing with Mary and Carol. The two of them nudged her as Danny, on the other side of the hall, stubbed out his cigarette and walked across the emptying dance floor towards her. He was wearing his uniform; he was a corporal in the Marines, home on leave. As he approached her she felt such a want for him she pressed her thighs together against her body’s softening; it was indecent to want a man so badly. He fixed his gaze on her, ignoring her friends completely.




    ‘Dance with me?’




     She nodded, transfixed. She had hardly heard him speak before and his voice was lovely, like serious, clever music. He held out his hand and she took it, thrilled at its coolness, its hardness. The floor was filling with couples for the first of the slow, smooching dances. His arms went around her waist and he pulled her to him carefully as though she was fine porcelain. He moved sensuously. She wanted him to speak but he was silent; he seemed to concentrate on the steps he took, on the way he held her. Resting her head on his shoulder she swayed with him in time to the music, mesmerised.




    Towards the end of the last dance he began to whisper, his mouth close to her ear. He said, ‘You’re lovely,’ and ‘You’re not like other girls.’ He held her tighter. A moment before the music ended and the lights came up he said intently, ‘I’m in love with you.’




    She’d drawn away from him. Around them other couples snogged or laughed and broke apart, staggering from the floor drunk or weak-kneed. Danny stood his ground, holding her with his dark, sober eyes. A man bumped past her and his eyes moved towards him, a flicker of anger that passed so quickly she believed she’d imagined it. He met her gaze again, his face expressionless. Around them the bustle of the emptying dance hall seemed to recede, she felt as though there was just the two of them in the whole world, each watching the other. She realised he hadn’t smiled. Soft with desire, she stepped towards him. He looked away, towards the crowd streaming out on to the street.




    ‘I’ll walk you home,’ he said.




    Annette watched as Danny slept. She had to make sure he was sleeping, not just pretending so that when she tried to get up he would catch hold of her and force her to stay in bed with him. He snored and broke into garbled speech. He rolled on to his side, dragging the covers away from her. She was naked from the waist down, her jumper pushed up over her breasts, her bra cutting beneath her arms; she looked filthy, like a dirty picture. She stank of him, his stink leaking from her. Afraid to move, to breathe, she lay on her front and tried to listen for the boys.




    She could hear other children playing in the street. Ben might join in with them but Mark wouldn’t; Mark was too shy, too frightened of anyone who was even a little bit bigger than he was. More likely, Ben would stay with him, mindful of his duty, and the two of them would watch whatever game was going on like grave little linesmen.




    She hoped the other women in the street wouldn’t notice the rusty stains of blood on Mark’s grey school shirt, or the fact that Ben’s socks didn’t match or that both boys’ clothes were too small for them. But of course they would notice. She imagined Joan from next door grasping Mark’s face and examining his bloody nose. She would tut-tut-tut. She would take his hand and lead him into her house and sit him on her draining board to clean him up. She would feed him bread and jam. If she got the chance she would give Danny a mouthful of abuse. The other women on the street weren’t afraid of Danny as she was. The other women thought she was weak and useless. They had begun to shun her. Even Joan sometimes told her off; she would tell her to stand up to him, to ‘Show the bastard you’re not his bloody punch bag.’ How easy it seemed to Joan, whose own husband was mild and patient and took his boys fishing; laughably easy, as though Danny was a fly to be swatted away when he got too annoying.




    Lying very still, Annette listened to Danny’s snores. They seemed real enough. His body looked relaxed, it had a sleeper’s looseness, but it was hard to tell, he was a good mimic. She held her breath and gradually tugged her bra and jumper down. He rolled on to his back and her heart almost stopped. Still as stone she watched him, relieved when he began to snore again. Very carefully she swung her legs over the side of the bed. She sat up. She waited, listening, her body stiff and aching from his assault on her. The next stage would be to stand up and she knew that the bed would dip and that the floorboards would creak treacherously. She could only pray that he would sleep on long enough for her to escape, although once she had got half way down the stairs before he charged after her. She had been made to pay for that.




    She stood up, her legs trembling. Her skirt lay in a crumpled heap on the floor and she put it on quickly. She pulled on her knickers not bothering with her tights, which would involve sitting back down on the bed. Watching him, she edged past the bed and dived towards the door. Breathlessly she ran down stairs, unlocked the front door and, barefoot, went out on to the street.




    Ben and Mark were sitting on the kerb. They both turned to look up at her, a heart-breaking mixture of hope and anxiety on their grubby faces. She smiled at them reassuringly.




    ‘Come on in.’




    Warily they glanced past her through the open door.




    ‘It’s all right – he’s asleep. Fast asleep. We’ll be quiet, eh? Like little mice. We won’t wake Daddy, will we?’




    They didn’t need to be told. In the house neither of them spoke much above a whisper. Ben stood up. Sullenly he said, ‘Mark’s wet himself.’




    ‘It’s all right. Don’t worry. Come on in now, quickly. We’ll have some tea.’


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Half way up the A1, Mark stopped for petrol. He leaned against the car, watching the dial on the pump roll up the pounds and pence. At the pump on the other side of his an Indian woman in a sari distributed tubes of sweets to the three children squabbling on the back seat of her Volvo. Her plait swung against her back. She turned and caught him watching her. She smiled. ‘Kids, eh? Who’d have them?’ Petrol overflowed from Mark’s tank, spilling onto the forecourt. He cursed, a mild, soft curse, the only kind he ever used and the woman frowned and got back into her car. From the Volvo’s back window three faces poked out their Smartie-coated tongues at him.




    In the petrol station he paid by credit card, massing more of the points he never used, the accumulation of which would be enough to buy an ipod or a Dyson vacuum cleaner – it wasn’t as if he didn’t flick through the points catalogue imagining sending away for such stuff. He walked back to the car, shoving the receipt and card into his wallet and wondering if Ben and Kitty might have a use for his points. When Nathan was born he had sent them a cheque for a thousand pounds. It was too grand a gesture – he realised that now. Kitty had written him a thank you card purporting to be from the baby himself, all baby language and thank-you-thank-you-thank-you Uncle Mark. The card had a picture of a cartoon pram with a baby throwing its bottle over the side. He tried to imagine what was going through Kitty’s head when she bought such a card. He suspected she thought him humourless and that this was a way of making him laugh.
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