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As soon as they hear of me, they shall obey me: but the strange children shall dissemble with me.

The strange children shall fail: and be afraid out of their prisons.

Psalm 18: 45–46


Chapter 1



They met at a wedding, or more accurately at a wedding reception. That they were seated next to each other at the reception was deliberate, a bad joke on the part of the bride and groom. And it seemed that everyone else at the table was in on the joke, for they were observed covertly and with some interest.

Characteristically, it was Rob who spoke first, shortly after they’d sat down and before the first course was served. ‘You’re not a friend of the bride?’

Tessa, not meeting his eyes, shook her head a shade too emphatically for disinterest or a neutral denial. ‘No. I’m not,’ she said in a soft, flat voice.

‘A friend of the groom, then,’ he surmised.

She clamped her mouth together to keep her lower lip from trembling, but he continued to regard her with interest and seemed to expect some sort of response from her. ‘Not any longer,’ she managed at last, toying with the stem of her champagne glass. It was still mostly full; Tessa had no appetite for champagne on this occasion.

‘Then why are you here?’ Rob persevered.

Still she kept her head averted, like some great drooping flower in desperate need of watering. ‘I had to come. I had to see for myself, to be sure …’ Her voice tailed off.

Rob might have turned away then, might have entered into a light-hearted conversation with the pretty brunette in the flame-coloured dress on his left. But he was in no mood for lighthearted conversation himself, and so he persisted. ‘Tell me,’ he said. ‘Surely it’s not so bad as all that.’

His voice was gently teasing, and it was the gentleness in it that captured her attention at last; she raised her head and looked at him for the first time.

He was good-looking, her mind registered with detachment: handsome in a long-jawed English sort of way. Like a somewhat overgrown public-school boy. Black hair, straight and thick, parted off-centre and falling artistically over his brow; eyes of a deep and penetrating blue. Lean face, prominent cheekbones. Like a young Rupert Everett, she thought. Not like Ian; he looked nothing at all like Ian. At the moment that was very much in his favour.

She would tell him, she decided. ‘Ian,’ she tried to say, but the name stuck in her throat. ‘The groom,’ she said instead. ‘He’s … We used to …’

Comprehension widened his eyes. ‘You and Ian.’

The table fell quiet, as everyone strained to hear what would come next. But the hush was unnatural and couldn’t last; the brunette turned to the man on her left, speaking in a bright voice, and the rest of the table followed suit.

Rob’s gaze hadn’t left Tessa’s face, as he searched out the pain that was revealed there. ‘They’ve done this on purpose, you know,’ he told her quietly.

‘What?’

‘They’ve seated us together. Bastards,’ he added viciously, swivelling his head to look towards the top table where bride and groom reigned in splendour. But when he turned back to Tessa, he was smiling.

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Their idea of a joke, I suppose.’ Rob’s mouth twisted. ‘Don’t you see? We’re the rejects.’

*

Rob and Amanda had met at work, a classic office romance. As neither had any other attachment at the time, it was straightforward.

They encountered one another in the lift on a regular basis; Rob couldn’t help noticing the striking redhead, always dressed in dark suits and laden down with a massive briefcase. At first he contented himself with making brief eye contact and smiling at her; when he realised that the smile she returned held interest, he told her his name. After that they chatted between floors on an almost daily basis, and one day he asked her to join him for a drink after work, at a watering hole popular with young City professionals.

The relationship progressed fairly rapidly. They went out for a few meals, went to the cinema once or twice, slept together.

The latter, in particular, was more than satisfactory, so after a few months they moved in together. More accurately, Amanda moved in with Rob. She had been living in a tiny studio flat which was convenient for work but not really suitable for a young woman on her way up – and that Amanda certainly was. A true yuppie, she made no secret of her ambitions to rise within the company.

Rob owned a house. It was not a large house, nor was it in a fashionable part of London, but Islington was even then on its ascendency towards trendiness, and the house was more than adequate for two people, with good tube connections into the City.

The arrangement suited them both very well. Very quickly they stopped going out – admitting to one another that they both loathed the cinema – and settled down into a routine. Amanda, on a fast management track, worked much longer hours than Rob did, often not returning home until late in the evening, but this didn’t bother him; he preferred, in fact, to spend his free time alone, in the room of his house which he had turned into his sanctuary. This was his computer room, equipped with the latest state-of-the-art computer hardware and loaded with the most up-to-date software. He could happily spend hours there, playing extended and complex simulation games and ‘surfing the Net’.

When, eventually, Amanda would return home, he would manage to tear himself away from his computer, and they would share a meal. Needless to say, Amanda was not in the least interested in the trappings of domesticity, and cooking was not even a word in her vocabulary. Rob could cook if he had to, but he didn’t often bother: there were so many convenient take-away places – Chinese, Indian, pizza, kebabs, chicken – in the Holloway Road, and a Marks and Spencer as well, where tasty and nutritious meals were available in abundance, ready to be popped into the microwave. Amanda could, at a pinch, handle the microwave.

And then to bed. That was what made the relationship worthwhile, what kept it going for over six years. They were wonderful together in bed, and the excitement never palled. Amanda, insatiable, found Rob an inventive lover, and he was constantly aroused by her desire for him.

Marriage wasn’t an issue, at least as far as Amanda was concerned. There was no reason why they should marry, she often said. There was no question of them having children – babies were not part of her life plan, now or ever. That included Rob, who knew better than to expect Amanda to baby him.

Just occasionally, Rob raised the subject of marriage – the idea of a permanent and legal attachment to a compatible sex partner appealed to him. But such suggestions were always firmly quashed by Amanda.

They never argued; they didn’t have rows. Perhaps Rob knew that it would be a waste of time: Amanda would always have her way in the end, so why bother? At any rate, it wasn’t his style. On those rare occasions when their wishes were in conflict, Rob would retreat to his computer room and shut the door; even Amanda knew better than to violate the sanctity of his private hideaway.

And so they went on for six years and a few months, in a settled routine which was comfortable and satisfactory for both of them.

Until the day that Amanda announced that she was going to marry Ian.

Tessa had known Ian for ever, or at least it seemed that way. They’d met at school, at the local comprehensive in the town where Tessa’s father was the vicar of the parish church. She couldn’t remember a time when she didn’t think that Ian was the handsomest, the most vital and fascinating person in the world.

Unfortunately Ian had not, from the beginning, reciprocated those feelings. Not that he thought much about Tessa at all in those early days. He was a popular boy at school: sporty, well-built, good-looking. And Tessa was – well, she was just there. Quiet, shy, academic. Her nose always stuck in a book, and without anyone who could be called a friend. A solitary girl, too tall, and habitually hunched over to minimise her height. Colourless, with pale hair and pale skin; her best feature was a pair of large grey eyes. Not, in short, the sort of girl that Ian would take any notice of.

But she noticed Ian. In the classroom, moving about the school, laughing with his friends, on the rugby field and the cricket pitch. He lived a few streets away from the vicarage, and sometimes Tessa would follow him home. The first time had been an accident; she just happened to be leaving at the same time as he did. But after that she waited, hanging about the school gates until he emerged, usually surrounded by a crowd of friends; then she would skulk home behind him, hunching over even more than usual in an effort to be inconspicuous.

Ian’s friends began to tease him about the pale shadow who trailed his steps; that was when he first became aware of Tessa’s existence. His feelings towards her at that time were chiefly scornful, dismissive, with a pinch of pity mixed in. He was flattered, of course, but Ian was used to being admired by his fellows, and in any case he liked to be the one who made the running.

They ended up at the same university, perhaps by chance and perhaps not. Ian’s popularity continued; there were scores of girls who fancied him, and he had his pick of the lot.

But Tessa was there as well, in the background, adoring him silently and from afar.

And then one day he spoke to her. They were in the library, where Tessa was reading a book, all the while aware with every fibre of her being that he was in the same room. Ian needed to find a particular book for one of his lectures, and as there was no librarian in evidence, he stopped by the table where Tessa sat and asked her to help him to locate his book. She found it for him straight away, and moved by some sentiment of gratitude, he invited her to join him for coffee.

Tessa accepted. And though in her imagination she had carried on countless scintillating conversations with Ian, on every topic under the sun, she found herself tongue-tied at the critical moment.

It didn’t matter. Ian was quite capable of delivering a monologue, and he discovered that he rather enjoyed doing so with such an appreciative audience. Tessa hung on his every word, rapt with adoration.

Ian had only just broken up with his latest girlfriend. In a generous moment, he asked Tessa to accompany him to a party in place of the ex-girlfriend.

At the party he met another girl, the girlfriend of one of his mates, someone more exciting than Tessa. But excitement wasn’t always what a chap needed – even a chap like Ian – and after that relationship ended, he found himself ringing Tessa and telling her about it, encouraging her sympathy for his solitary state.

She invited him to her lodgings for a home-cooked meal. He accepted that, and everything else she had to offer to him, until someone else came along a few weeks later.

It became a pattern. Ian would have an intense and usually short-lived relationship with someone, and then he would come back to Tessa until he found someone else.

For Tessa it wasn’t the most satisfactory arrangement in the world, perhaps, but it was enough. To know that Ian would always return to her meant everything. One day, she told herself, he would come to his senses, would realise that she was right for him all along, that no one could love him as she did, or lavish devotion upon him as she always had done.

During their second year at university, Ian had a particularly intense fling with the daughter of an earl; he moved in exalted company, ignored his studies, skipped his lectures. And failed his exams just at the time that the affair fizzled out.

Tessa hadn’t seen him for weeks when he turned up on her doorstep, feeling extremely sorry for himself. Their reunion was a blissful one for her; this time, she was sure, he would stay.

But Ian had other ideas in the wake of his failure. University wasn’t for him, he now decided. What he’d always wanted was to be a policeman, and he certainly didn’t need a degree to do that. So he left university, got an entry-level post with the Metropolitan Police, and moved to London.

Tessa went with him. It would have been unthinkable not to do so, when he needed her so badly. Her own studies weren’t important when weighed against Ian’s needs, she told herself.

It was good at first, and lasted longer than any of their previous reunions. Tessa found a job, bought a flat, cosseted Ian and looked after his every need.

Then he met a sparky young WPC, and moved out. This absence, too, was longer than any to date, but eventually he returned. The pattern continued for years: he might be away from Tessa, with another woman, for weeks or even months, but she knew that he would always be back.

Until the day she learned that Ian was going to marry Amanda.

He didn’t even have the decency to tell her face to face; she discovered the horrible truth when she opened the wedding invitation which he had so thoughtfully sent to her.

The prawn cocktail arrived and was served with due ceremony. ‘I’m called Rob, by the way,’ Tessa’s companion said quietly as their inquisitive tablemates tucked into the mounds of soft pink.

She moistened her lips and swallowed, offering him a tremulous smile. ‘Tessa.’

‘A pretty name. Tell me about yourself, Tessa.’

‘There’s not much to tell.’ She stuck her miniaturised spoon into the prawns – pink shrouded in pinkness – but knew that she was incapable of eating; as she twisted the spoon round she could hear in her head her father’s sharp voice: Don’t play with your food, Tessa.

Inspired, perhaps, by that image, she began to recite the bare bones of her life. ‘My father is a vicar,’ she said. ‘My mother is … dead. I work at an advertising agency in London, as a copy writer.’ And sit up straight, continued her father’s voice in her head. Be proud of your height.

Tessa straightened her back, deliberately. For a woman she was exceptionally tall: slender and striking, when she wasn’t trying so hard to be self-effacing. Her finely textured pale blonde hair was worn short, and ruffled out round her head like feathers, or dandelion down. Today she was wearing, in complete variance with her mood, a turquoise slip dress which complemented her pale colouring and showed off her slim body and her long legs. The dress had been her one gesture of defiance, bought specially for the occasion, and she wasn’t at all sure that it hadn’t been a mistake.

She couldn’t think of anything else to say about herself, not without mentioning Ian. And she would not mention him, not now. ‘And that’s about it,’ she said. ‘Tell me about you,’ she added with some effort, and it seemed important to finish with his name, ‘Rob.’

‘I work with computers.’ He conveyed a spoonful of glistening prawns to his mouth. ‘IT.’

‘That sounds boring,’ Tessa said without thinking, before she could stop herself, then widened her eyes in horror at her gaffe.

He seemed amused rather than offended. ‘Not at all. I love it. Computers are … predictable. By and large. Not like people.’

At that statement, both of them turned, drawn by an irresistible urge, to look towards the top table, where the bride and groom were spooning prawns into each other’s mouth and laughing uproariously.

‘I met Amanda at work,’ Rob said, though he hadn’t really intended to mention Amanda.

Amanda. She looked incredibly beautiful, thought Tessa. Of course, all brides were meant to look beautiful, but Amanda’s beauty wouldn’t be removed with the confection of a wedding dress, as was the case with so many others. She was a redhead of the rich coppery sort, with thick glossy curls piled on her head and escaping in artful tendrils beside her cheeks. Her complexion was creamy, enhanced by the ivory of her gown. And she was petite, small of stature but with voluptuous breasts, all too evident in the décolletage of creamy lace and pearls. In the receiving line, when it had been Tessa’s turn to shake the bride’s hand, she’d towered over the tiny Amanda, feeling gawky, giraffe-like, monstrous in the presence of such miniature perfection.

The wedding was the first time she’d glimpsed Amanda, and the need to see her was the main reason that Tessa had come, in spite of her instincts. All Tessa had really wanted to do today was to curl up in a foetal ball in her bed, but she was driven to see the woman that Ian had chosen, the woman for whom he’d left her for the final time.

And the reality of Amanda was even worse than Tessa had feared. It would have been bad enough if she’d been vaguely like Tessa only prettier, but she couldn’t have been more unlike Tessa in every way. She certainly didn’t need to ask herself what Ian could see in a woman like Amanda when he could have married her instead; it was all too obvious what he’d seen in her.

Tessa knew that other people considered her foolish – a doormat, a victim – for continuing to take Ian back, time after time. But it was a deliberate choice to do so. One day, she’d always felt sure, he would realise that she was the one who could make him happy. After all, the good times, when they were together, were very good indeed – enough and more to make up for the times in between. And the fact of the matter was that she loved Ian, with all of his failings, and she wanted him, on whatever terms she could have him.

But he had married Amanda. That was the thing that hurt. Not just that it meant he wouldn’t be coming back to Tessa, not ever again, but that he had married her. Made a lifetime commitment to her, to have and to hold. From this day forward. Words from the marriage service, so recently performed, echoed painfully in Tessa’s head. Marriage was not to be undertaken ‘unadvisedly, lightly, or wantonly’. And it was ‘ordained for the procreation of children.’

Amanda would have Ian’s children. That, perhaps, was the most painful thing of all. The one thing Tessa yearned to give him, after she had given him everything else that she could possibly offer.

But he hadn’t wanted that.

Tessa had turned thirty that year, and her biological clock had gone into overdrive. She wanted to marry Ian, and she wanted to bear his child.

When, during their last long extended period together, she’d approached the subject, tentatively, Ian had laughed. Marriage was not for him, he’d said. And as for children – forget it. ‘Can you imagine me as a father?’ he’d said with disbelief.

She could. But he had married Amanda, and now it was Amanda who would give him babies.

From their exalted position at the top table, Amanda and Ian smugly surveyed the guests: their friends and relations who had been gathered together in this place at such short notice.

The wedding had been arranged with what some might consider unseemly speed. Ian, in the clueless way of bridegrooms, took it all for granted, not realising the frantic machinations that had taken place behind the scenes; having landed him, Amanda was going to take no chances that he might slip off her hook, so she gave him very little time to do so. Ordinarily, the wedding venue, a posh country house hotel in Hertfordshire, was booked up at least a year in advance, but Amanda’s father, an influential solicitor in nearby Harpenden, had managed to pull a few strings, and here they were.

‘Poor old Rob and your Tessa seem to be getting on together,’ Amanda pointed out with a malicious smile. Seating them together had been her idea, but Ian had agreed that it was a splendid one, a good joke. Now, feeling vaguely guilty about it, he wasn’t so sure. He was fond of Tessa, in his way: she was a good kid, a real brick. She’d always been good to him, had never reproached him when he’d strayed, like most women would have done. And they’d had some good times together, there was no doubt about it. At times he had thought he would probably settle down with Tessa eventually. It was only just at the end, when she’d started nagging him about getting married, that he’d known he had to get out. Not just marriage, but babies, for Chrissakes. Tessa wanted a bloody baby. That was the last straw.

And then he’d met Amanda. He turned and looked at her now with dazzled pride. His prize, his wife.

They had met just a few months ago, in the line of duty for Ian. Amanda, leaving work late one evening after an extended working day, had been mugged on her way to her car. Ian, responding to the call, had been the police officer to whom she had given the account of her frightening ordeal.

He remembered her now as she had been when he had first seen her: not triumphant in her wedding dress, but terrified and vulnerable, her eyes enormous with shock, a scratch on her cheek where she’d been shoved to the pavement. Ian had felt protective, had wanted to catch the bastard who had done this to her and break his neck.

Of course, the mugger had never been caught. But Ian found that he couldn’t get the beautiful victim out of his mind. He had her phone number amongst the paperwork. One day, when Tessa’s ruminations about a baby were really getting to him, he rang Amanda at work and invited her out for a drink.

She’d said no at first, and again the second time he rang her. She was living with someone, she told him. Not available. But something in her voice gave him hope. He persisted, and eventually she agreed to meet him after work for a drink. Just a drink, nothing more, she emphasised.

They had their drink, and that was it. A week later, when he was finally able to persuade her to repeat the experience, things progressed no farther. A drink, and then she was off home to Rob.

Ian knew that he was good-looking, well-built and attractive to women. He was not used to women who found his charms resistible, and the more Amanda resisted, the more determined he was to break down her resistance. For weeks he tried to get her into bed, and for weeks she held him at arm’s length. She would see him occasionally, yes, but that was it.

He was obsessed by her, maddened, inflamed with desire for her. Unattainable, she was all he wanted.

And then it had all happened with such dizzying speed. She had finally gone to bed with him – at the flat of an accommodating friend, one unforgettable afternoon – and it had been beyond his wildest dreams. The next thing Ian knew, they were looking in jewellery shop windows at engagement rings, and scarcely more than a few short weeks later here they were, the solitaire sapphire which matched her eyes joined by a gold band to signify that she was his wife.

His wife. Ian didn’t quite know how it had happened, but at the moment, smiling at her, stroking her wrist in a proprietorial way, he considered himself the luckiest man on earth.

‘Do you think it will last?’ The brunette in the red dress, who happened to be a cousin of Ian’s, was in the ladies’ room, re-applying her scarlet lipstick. The meal had been consumed, from prawn cocktails through veal cordon bleu to brandy-snap baskets with strawberries; soon it would be time for speeches, toasts, cutting of the wedding cake, and dancing. She addressed her question to the woman next to her at the long mirror, a blonde dressed as a bridesmaid, who was teasing her careful coiffure into shape with her fingers.

It was the sort of remark, flippant and cynical, that one made at weddings. But the blonde considered it seriously, tilting her head to one side and meeting the other woman’s eyes in the mirror, though they had been strangers till that moment. ‘Well, that depends,’ she said. ‘If Amanda really wants it to, it will.’ She was, in fact, Amanda’s oldest friend; they’d grown up together in Harpenden, and she knew Amanda probably better than anyone did. She understood, for instance, that her own pale leaf-green bridesmaid’s dress had been chosen by Amanda with the utmost care, in a colour flattering as a backdrop to Amanda though unbecoming to its wearer, and cut in a simple style that posed no danger of upstaging the bride.

‘What do you mean?’

The reply was succinct, and delivered with a knowing smile. ‘Amanda always gets what she wants. She always has.’

‘And Amanda wanted Ian?’ the brunette extrapolated.

‘She got him, didn’t she?’

The brunette leaned closer to the mirror and inspected her lipstick minutely, pursing her lips, then licking them. ‘Now, that’s interesting,’ she said to her own reflection. ‘Because I’ve known Ian all my life, and he’s only interested in things that he can’t have.’ She capped the tube of lipstick and dropped it into her tiny bag, then turned to her companion. ‘I remember when we were kids, he always wanted my toys. I had a stuffed dog once,’ she recalled. ‘He fancied it and wanted me to give it to him. He was desperate to have that dog – he begged, he cried, and finally he gave me all his pocket money in return for it. And as soon as he had it, he lost interest. He played with it for about ten minutes, then left it out in the rain, and never gave it another thought.’

The blonde was quick on the uptake. ‘That is interesting,’ she agreed, looking at the other woman with raised eyebrows. ‘So I suppose the answer to your question is: wait and see.’

Tessa found talking to Rob surprisingly easy. He was a good listener, and she told him a great deal more about her relationship with Ian than she had intended. He told her about himself, as well: about his job, and his computers, and his life with Amanda. Though his delivery was unemotional, the muscles of his face very much under control, empathetic Tessa glimpsed behind that controlled mask a vulnerability which made her like him rather more than she had expected to. By the time they reached the end of the meal, she felt as if she had known him for a long time.

Now it was time for the speeches and the toasts: the groom’s toast to the bridesmaids, the best man’s tribute to the bride, and the bride’s father’s encomium to the happy couple. Tessa knew that these would be difficult for her to listen to, and thought about leaving at that point, but realised that her departure would be marked. During the final toast, at one particularly fulsome phrase delivered by the jowly red-complexioned man who was Amanda’s father, Rob caught her eye with a wink and she felt oddly cheered. After all, she thought, he was suffering too, and if he could put a brave face on it, so could she.

The cake was cut with due ceremony, and the band tuned up for the first dance. Later there would be a disco, stretching late into the night, with loud music and strobe lights, but for now there was a traditional live combo, primed to play the old favourites. Amanda and Ian glided on to the dance floor, the tall muscular groom and his petite red-haired bride. The long lace train of her dress was looped to her wrist; she had shed her veil, and she looked exquisite. Ian smiled down at his bride, his prize, as though all the treasure of the world was there in his arms.

Rob watched the lone pair on the dance floor, his face devoid of emotion. Then he turned to Tessa abruptly. ‘Come on – let’s join them.’

She stared at him, uncomprehending.

‘I’m asking you to dance with me, Tessa.’

She shrank back. ‘But we can’t, Rob. The first dance is just for the bride and groom.’

For just a second she saw a flash of some strong emotion cross his face, to be instantly replaced by the controlled mask. ‘Bugger the bride and groom,’ he said in a soft voice that nonetheless carried to the people at their table and beyond. His eyes locked with Tessa’s, challenging her.

Something of the spirit of defiance that had led her to buy the turquoise dress surged in her unexpectedly. Tessa straightened her shoulders and rose from the table, giving Rob her hand. ‘Bugger the bride and groom,’ she repeated, head held high, as he led her on to the dance floor.

As a gesture it was magnificent, and if Rob’s idea had been to get attention, he succeeded splendidly. Everyone was talking about them, and those who had been unaware of their mutual status as the rejected ones were soon filled in by others.

They made a very striking couple on the dance floor, well matched in height: Rob was as tall as Ian, which is to say just a shade taller than Tessa, and his slim frame was more suited to dancing than Ian’s muscularity was. Inspired by Rob’s confidence as a dancer, Tessa forgot to be self-conscious and self-effacing; instead of hunching over she stood straight. The turquoise dress showed off her figure and her colouring to great advantage, and the contrast between the two heads of hair – hers pale and feathery, his smooth and dark – was remarkable, and pleasing. Altogether, people agreed, they made a most handsome pair. And how appropriate, how fitting that they should.

Tessa felt, as she danced with Rob, as if she were another person; it was as though the real Tessa were sitting on the sidelines, watching this other woman whirling about the dance floor with such aplomb. It was a strange feeling, of being disembodied, and unlike anything she had ever experienced before.

And for that brief time, dancing with Rob, she knew herself to be happy. The realisation astonished her.

Too soon, though, the band departed and the DJ arrived for the disco. The lights were dimmed, the coloured strobe lights began flashing, and the music screeched out of the gargantuan speakers at ear-splitting volume. Tessa’s euphoria was immediately replaced by a pounding headache.

Now, she thought, was the time to leave. She had stayed a respectable length of time, and now could make her escape under the cover of darkness and perhaps no one would even notice.

The music was too loud for conversation, too loud even for a shouted goodbye. Tessa picked up her handbag and pantomimed to Rob that she was going. ‘Thank you,’ she mouthed, knowing that it was inadequate as an expression of her gratitude to him, but hoping he would understand.

‘You’re going?’ he mouthed in reply.

Tessa nodded, and rose from the table. Rob rose too, following her out of the room and out into the gathering twilight of late spring. After the oppressive heat of the crowded room, the evening air was like an exotic balm, and the sudden silence was blissful. The bass thump of the music was still audible, but the difference was so marked that the noise of the disco now seemed like a bad dream.

Tessa gulped in lungfuls of the refreshing air and felt her headache easing. ‘Whew. That’s better,’ she breathed. ‘I’m sorry – I just couldn’t cope any longer.’

‘You did very well,’ Rob said softly.

‘Thanks to you.’

They smiled at one another.

‘Well, it’s been nice meeting you,’ Tessa said awkwardly, after a moment. She realised, as she turned from him, that they were out in the country, there were no taxis available, and she would have to go back inside to phone for one.

‘Wait,’ Rob said. ‘You didn’t come by car, did you?’

‘No, I don’t drive,’ she admitted. ‘I came up by train.’ ‘Then let me take you home,’ he said.

‘Oh, no. It would be out of your way. But you could’, she added, ‘give me a lift to the station at Harpenden. That is, if you’re ready to leave. I don’t want to take you away from the party if you’re not ready to go.’

Rob took her arm and led her through the car park to his car. ‘I insist on driving you home,’ he said. ‘I’m more than ready to leave, and it won’t be far out of my way.’

‘But I live near Victoria, and you live in Islington,’ she protested; this much they had established during their conversation. ‘It’s miles out of your way. Just drop me at the station, and I’ll be fine. The Thameslink trains go straight through to Blackfriars, and from there it’s only a short tube journey on the Circle Line.’

‘Methinks thou dost protest too much,’ Rob grinned. He unlocked the car and held the door open for her. ‘And there’s no use arguing, because I insist.’

When they got to her flat, nearly an hour later, by some miracle there was a parking place right in front. She invited him in for coffee.

He stayed for breakfast.

And a few weeks later, as soon as the arrangements could be made, they were married.


Chapter 2



Tessa and Rob’s wedding was a small, private affair, at the opposite end of the spectrum from Amanda and Ian’s gala matrimonial celebration.

They were married at a register office, on a Friday morning. The two witnesses were also the only two guests. One was the registrar’s wife, and the other was Andrew Darling, a work colleague of Tessa’s.

Tessa had invited her father, but at such short notice he had been unable to come. She was not surprised; parish duties had always been his top priority. When she had rung him with the news, and the invitation, there had been a long pause at the other end of the phone. ‘You’re not being married in church?’ he’d asked. Tessa knew that she had disappointed him; in fact he would most certainly have expected her to have the wedding in his church, or at the very least would have expected her to ask him to come and perform the ceremony in London. But a church wedding was not what Rob wanted, and Tessa was used to disappointing her father. She still, after all these years, minded.

Tessa also minded that Rob’s parents were not present, and had not even been invited. She had been looking forward to meeting her new in-laws, and was surprised when Rob shrugged off her questions about them.

His parents were divorced, he told her. A long time ago, when he was still at school. His father, a doctor, had remarried and emigrated to New Zealand; Rob hadn’t seen him in years.

And his mother he refused to talk about. Yes, she was still alive, but he had no contact with her. He didn’t know how she was, and didn’t want to know.

This was something that Tessa couldn’t understand, hard as she tried. Her own mother had died when she was quite young, and the ache of losing her, of growing up without a mother, had never gone away. The idea that Rob could turn his back on his mother horrified her.

There had to be a reason for it, she knew. Perhaps Rob blamed his mother for the break-up of the marriage, for driving his father to the other end of the earth. But when she asked him about it, in those weeks before the wedding, his face grew tight-lipped and his eyes opaque. He would not discuss his mother.

And so the wedding was a quiet affair. After the short and unceremonious ceremony, the bride and groom repaired to a nearby McDonald’s for the wedding breakfast, taking their witness Andrew with them. There were awkward silences over the Egg McMuffins; it was the first meeting for Andrew and Rob, and they found that they had little to say to one another. That left Tessa, as a bridge between the two of them, to make whatever conversation there was, and though she tried, her heart wasn’t really in it.

This was not, somehow, what she had ever imagined her wedding breakfast would be. The fact that she had always expected Ian to be the one sharing it she put resolutely out of her mind; Ian was now ancient history, and she had no intention of beginning her marriage with regrets on that score. But to be sitting on a moulded red plastic chair in McDonald’s, her modest bouquet wilting on a Formica table which was embellished with the grotesquely smiling face of Ronald McDonald and strewn with polystyrene cartons and cardboard coffee cups – somehow it didn’t seem the ideal start for what she promised herself would be an ideal marriage.

Before long Andrew made his excuses, averring that he had to get to work. He shook Rob’s hand, congratulating him in a formal manner, then took Tessa’s hand. ‘I’ll see you soon,’ he said, looking into her eyes. ‘After the honeymoon.’ He held both her hand and her eyes a fraction longer than politeness dictated, then gave her a quick peck on the cheek.

Friday morning was always a busy time for Linda Nicholls. She had, as usual, spent the first part of the week doing the laundry – all of those bedlinens, and the other things as well – and on Fridays she had to think about food. Buying it, preparing it. Before they’d opened the Asda supermarket in Southgate, not far from her house, she’d had to go farther afield for the shopping. After all, she had lived many years in Southgate and was known by sight, if not by name, to the local merchants, and she couldn’t take the chance of awkward questions about the contents of her shopping basket. The Asda was suitably anonymous, and even if she saw someone she knew – which wasn’t likely, as Linda didn’t really have close friends, and kept herself to herself – she could make up some excuse, laugh it off as a joke.

Sometimes of late, she’d had a bit of help with the shopping, the laundry, and other things. Geeta Patel, a girl who worked at the residential care home just down the street, had been willing to take on the extra work, fitting it in amongst her hours at the nursing home. Geeta was glad of the extra income, as she was helping to support a large family of younger brothers and sisters, and Linda paid her generously. She was a bright girl, and hard-working; she’d been a godsend, as Linda’s business seemed to be booming these days, and Geeta’s skills and experience fitted right in with Linda’s needs.

But today was one of those days when Geeta was tied up at the nursing home, so Linda had to do all of the shopping and preparation herself. A bit later in the day, help of a different sort would be forthcoming from Greg Reynolds, the man whom Linda called, in her own mind, her boyfriend, but whom others, in view of Linda’s age if not Greg’s, might more accurately have described as her lover. His regular job was as a fitness trainer at a gym, so he had flexible hours, in addition to a flexible body, and both could come in handy on a Friday, when there was so much to be done.

Coming out of the house, Linda was disconcerted to see her next-door neighbour, Hilda Steggall, already in the adjacent front garden, watering her beloved herbaceous borders. But she hid her dismay behind a neutral, neighbourly smile. ‘Good morning, Mrs Steggall,’ she said; though they’d been neighbours for years, they’d not progressed to a first-name basis.

‘Good morning, Mrs Nicholls. It’s going to be a fine day.’ Hilda Steggall glanced upwards at the cloudless blue sky with a smug smile, as though she had personally ordered the day up, and was taking full credit for it.

‘It certainly looks that way.’ Linda opened the garage door; though the Asda was only a few minutes’ walk away, she would take the car. The shopping would be too heavy to carry.

Mrs Steggall watched her neighbour’s back as she disappeared into the garage. Linda Nicholls cut a trim figure; she was small-boned and short of stature, and kept herself in shape. Black-haired and blue-eyed, she was possessed of a rather brittle prettiness, and the lines etched round her thin lips in repose – lines which suggested that her mouth was often pursed, as if bestowing chaste kisses – were the main indicators that she was not as young as she might have appeared at first glance. Linda was nearly fifty, not all that many years younger than Hilda Steggall, but with her sleek black bob and her short straight skirt showing off her attractive legs, she might have passed for forty or even thirty-five. ‘Mutton dressed as lamb,’ Mrs Steggall murmured to herself; it was one of the kinder epithets she applied to her next-door neighbour. Stand-offish, unneighbourly, and, Hilda Steggall was all too afraid, no better than she should be.

The honeymoon was wonderful: two weeks of bliss. They spent it in the Azores, at a secluded and luxurious resort hotel.

Rob had often holidayed abroad, sometimes with Amanda, and when she couldn’t spare the time from her job, by himself. He didn’t mind being on his own, and travelling held no terrors for him. The choice of honeymoon location had been his idea.

Tessa’s travel experiences were far more limited: limited, in fact, to just one foreign holiday. That had been several years ago, a cut-price package tour to Greece with Ian, and it had been a disaster.

She had looked forward to it so much, her only fear at the time being that Ian would go off with someone else before the holiday came round, and the whole thing would be cancelled.

But Ian had stayed, and the long-anticipated holiday turned into a nightmare. It started at the airport, when the ancient charter plane was grounded for several hours with mechanical problems. By the time it took off, bad temper and tiredness prevailed amongst the passengers; Ian had passed the time drinking, which when done in excess always put him into a foul mood.

The hotel turned out to be filthy and cramped, virtually uninhabitable, serving vile food. The beach was dirty and crammed with loutish British holidaymakers. And on the very first day, unused to the Mediterranean sun and its effects, Tessa, with her fair English skin, spent the day on the beach in a bikini, receiving such a severe sunburn that it was agony even to be touched by Ian. That put paid to the anticipated delights of the holiday; she spent the rest of the fortnight in misery, watching wretchedly as Ian drank too much and flirted with other women.

She had never wanted to repeat the experience.

But the honeymoon was different. The location was like paradise, with warm blue waters and a beautiful secluded beach. This time Tessa had learned her lesson: she slathered herself with high-factor sunscreen and wore a wide- brimmed straw hat, and was thus able to spend hours on the beach and in the water. They swam, they lazed in the sun, they ate delectable food and sipped ambrosial drinks, they hired a car and explored the surrounding countryside.

And they made love. Several times each day, several times each night. Sometimes urgently, other times lazily, but each time it was a revelation, and a joy. Their pleasure was mutual and reciprocal; Tessa found Rob a considerate lover, as concerned for her pleasure as his own, and that was so far from what she had known with Ian as to constitute a different sort of experience altogether, one that turned ‘making love’ into more than a euphemism for something cruder. Rob’s delight in her was evident as well, and it thrilled Tessa to be the instrument of his gratification.

Inevitably, though, after a fortnight of romance and ecstasy the honeymoon was over, and with regret they left it behind them, and returned to London to begin their new life together as man and wife.

To their relief, neither the romance nor the ecstasy ended with the honeymoon, which is not to say that a certain amount of adjustment wasn’t required.

Tessa put her flat on the market and moved her possessions into Rob’s house. They both agreed that it made sense: his house was more than adequate for the two of them, and though there was some merit in the idea of selling both properties and buying something a bit larger, there was no point in both of them uprooting themselves when it wasn’t necessary.

That was the theory. Tessa had no qualms about leaving her flat, with its memories of Ian, behind, and was delighted with Rob’s small Islington house. It was only after she moved in that she discovered it to be haunted by Amanda’s ghost. Though Amanda had in fact not spent very much of her time in the house, it had been her home for some six years, and Tessa was hyperconscious of the little things that spoke of her presence: the arrangement of the furniture in the front room, the sleek metal blinds at all of the windows, the half-used bottle of shampoo in the shower that she hadn’t felt worth taking with her when she moved out. Amanda had slept in this bed, on these sheets, thought Tessa, and even the empty half of the wardrobe exuded a faint hint of her perfume.

Tessa also had to adjust to Rob’s solitary habits, his need for privacy. Each evening between supper and bedtime, he retreated to his computer room, shutting the door behind him and leaving her to fend for herself. While she tried not to mind, and spent the evening hours reading books – an activity of which she never tired – she couldn’t help feeling a bit hurt; after all, those hours were, apart from the weekends, supper-time and the hours spent in bed, the only time that they had together. Rob refused to discuss it: it was not negotiable, he said. It didn’t mean that he didn’t love her, or want to be with her, and at least he was in the house – wasn’t it better than skiving off down to the pub with his mates every night like other men did?

Ian, for example, he might have said but didn’t. Early on in their relationship she had told him of her frustrations with Ian, one of which was the way he took off for the pub each evening. Rob had said, self-righteously, that he would never do that. Tessa didn’t really see the difference; the result, for her, was the same.

The biggest adjustment, perhaps, was the fact that Tessa now had to commute to work. The chief attraction of her flat, in a distinctly unposh road near Victoria – which some dignified by referring to as Pimlico, though that was stretching things a bit – had been its proximity to her work. She’d been no more than a ten-minute walk from the building housing the advertising agency where she’d worked since her arrival in London, and that had suited her very well. Tessa, vaguely claustrophobic, disliked the Underground, and found the bus system confusing and slow; since she didn’t drive, that left her few options.

Her commute now involved a fifteen-minute walk to the tube station at Caledonian Road, a change from the Piccadilly Line to the Victoria Line at the always-crowded King’s Cross station, and a five-minute walk at the other end. She hated it: hated the descent into the bowels of the earth, the dirty trains, the rush-hour crowds pressed cheek-by-jowl. On a bad day, at the height of rush hour, it could take nearly an hour to traverse London in this way.

Each evening she complained about it to Rob over supper, recounting the horrors of that day’s journey: a broken-down train at Hyde Park Corner, necessitating a long wait for the next one; a throng of shoppers embarking at Oxford Circus, one of them whacking her with an unwieldy parcel and leaving a massive bruise; a ‘security alert’ at King’s Cross, closing the station and forcing her to take an expensive taxi all the way to Victoria; a smelly man who leered at her and fondled her bottom when they were crushed in uncomfortable proximity during the evening rush hour.

Rob exhibited a certain degree of sympathy for these indignities, but grew impatient at their repetition. In the way of men, he failed to understand that the telling was sufficient therapy in itself, and tried to seek solutions. ‘If you hate it so much,’ he said on several occasions, ‘why don’t you give it up? After all, Tessa, you don’t need to work.’

That much was true: there was no financial necessity for Tessa to continue working. They could live quite comfortably without her wages. Rob owned the Islington house outright, with no mortgage – his absent father had bought it for him when he turned twenty-one – and he himself earned a handsome salary, more than enough to support the two of them.

When he had made this suggestion several times, the idea took hold. Tessa enjoyed her job, but her affection for it fell short of passion. And the vision of domesticity held a certain appeal for her. She could make a proper home for Rob, look after him and pamper him. Most important, she could have a baby …

Rob’s baby. Her biological clock ticked with more urgency than ever.

Tessa handed in her notice, and worked out her time.

On Tessa’s final day of work, her colleagues held a small farewell party for her, with cake and drink and cards and a leaving gift. Tessa was touched.

She had worked at the advertising agency for ten years. That was not an inconsiderable time to be in one place, and it would have been expected that she would have made some close friends amongst her colleagues. But that had not really been the case: Tessa was shy, and held herself back from their joint plans and activities. Convinced that she was uninteresting, she rebuffed any advances as being evidence of kindness or even pity rather than real interest. All of her colleagues liked and respected her, and would have welcomed the chance to know her better, but she’d never given them that chance.

Andrew Darling was the one near-exception. He worked in close proximity to her, in the next cubicle, and perhaps he had persevered harder than the others. At any rate, he and Tessa had developed, over several years, a good working relationship which almost verged on friendship. It had never been evident to Tessa that Andrew would have wished for more than that, and had once had hopes that, Ian out of the way, he might stand a chance with her.

Andrew had been the one who, the night before Ian’s wedding to Amanda, had taken Tessa out for a drink after work, had fortified her courage by urging her to go to the wedding, and to wear the turquoise dress. ‘Get him out of your system, once and for all,’ he’d said, proffering a handkerchief for her tears.

She had followed his advice, and had been grateful to him ever since. After all, Tessa realised, if she hadn’t gone to Ian’s wedding, she would not have met Rob.

Andrew’s window of opportunity had been extremely small, and he had missed out. He was all too aware of that as he lingered behind on that last day, watching as Tessa cleared out her desk and packed her personal belongings in a couple of carrier bags. ‘Come out for a drink with me?’ he suggested. ‘One last time?’ The night before Ian’s wedding had been the first time he’d asked her out, the first time he’d felt it appropriate to do so, to provide friendship and solace. Perhaps if he’d made the offer earlier, and more frequently, they wouldn’t be in this situation, with her leaving, and him facing the prospect of not seeing her again.

Tessa thought about the long commute, about Rob waiting at home for her, waiting for his supper. ‘No,’ she said. ‘No, thanks.’

‘Listen,’ he said awkwardly. ‘You’ll stay in touch, won’t you?’

The others had all said the same thing. But Tessa’s mind had already moved on, away from the world of advertising and into the beguiling world of prams and nappies. ‘Yes, of course,’ she said, not believing that he really meant it, knowing that she wouldn’t.

‘Because,’ he went on, looking down at his hands rather than at Tessa, ‘I feel responsible for you. After all, I was the witness at your wedding.’

She smiled at him: dear kind Andrew, the closest she’d had to a friend for years. He was certainly no figure of romance, shorter than she by a couple of inches, ordinary-looking, with earnest brown puppy-dog eyes and sandy hair parted at the centre and drawn back behind his ears in a neat pony-tail. And he favoured baggy trousers, denim shirts, and outrageous ties – a far cry from shining armour. But he had rescued her from that particular predicament, and Tessa was grateful. Asking him had been a spur-of-the-moment thing; she hadn’t known whom else to ask. ‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘I appreciated that. It was good of you to take the morning off work.’

‘Just remember, if you ever need me,’ he continued, ‘you know where to find me.’ He looked up then, engaging her eyes. ‘I mean, if things go wrong …’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Tessa said lightly. ‘What could go wrong? I love Rob. He loves me.’ She paused, and went on in a different voice, almost a whisper, not quite sure why she was confiding this to Andrew. ‘And don’t tell anyone this, not yet, but I’m going to have his baby.’

‘Then you’re …’

‘Not yet,’ she said. ‘But soon. Soon.’

There was a long pause. ‘Remember what I said,’ Andrew repeated. ‘If you ever need me, I’m here.’

On that same Friday, Linda Nicholls again carried out her Friday routine, though this time she managed to go out to do her shopping without being observed by Hilda Steggall.

It was just as well, because on that day she was also making her monthly trip to the recycling centre, and in the garage she loaded the boot of the car. There were boxes and boxes of jars and bottles; it was safer to take them to the recycling centre than to put them in the bin for the rubbish collectors. And there were newspapers as well. Saturday papers, Sunday papers, though she wasn’t much of a newspaper reader herself.

At the recycling centre she was alone, and could take her time disposing of her detritus, unobserved. Linda enjoyed pushing the jars one by one through the round opening of the collecting bin, listening to them shatter as they hit the bottom. Then the bottles, and finally, less satisfyingly, the newspapers, which made only a muffled thumping noise as they went through the slot and fell within.

But one newspaper caught her eye as she collected an arm-load from her boot, and the name NICHOLLS jumped off the page at her. Wedding announcements, she noted, and looked at the date of the paper: it was several weeks old, and the date given in the announcement was older still. Robin John Nicholls, it said, to Tessa Catherine Rowan, in London.

For a long moment she stared at the words, as their meaning sank in. Then, thoughtfully, Linda tore the page from the paper, folded it, and put it in her pocket.

The excitement, the anticipation, were almost too much for Father Theo. Sweat sheened his brow, his breathing was shallow, and the last thing that he was thinking about was the prayer that came so easily, so routinely, to his lips.

It was always thus on a Friday afternoon. The congregation for evensong was small, as ever: two or three elderly ladies at the most. Father Theo could say the service – the words so familiar – without being conscious of it at all.

On Sunday morning it would be different, of course. Sunday would find him back here in his stall, sick with shame and guilt. It was the same every week. But this was Friday, and between now and Sunday …

After evensong, Father Theo stood at the back of the church, managing with difficulty to hide his impatience with his departing congregation. If only they would go. Just go, and let him get on with things. But Miss Smith, as always, seemed to take forever to gather up her shopping bags and her stick, and Mrs Cater would inevitably linger to tell him of her latest aches and pains. Any other time he would listen to her, and willingly; Father Theo was a good priest, a loving shepherd of his flock. But this was Friday.

Friday. Friday. The word beat in his head as, the congregation finally dispatched and the church locked, Father Theo hurried back to the clergy house.

Mrs Williams, the housekeeper, was nowhere in sight, for which Father Theo was enormously grateful. If only he could manage to get back out again without being intercepted by her, he would save precious minutes. Father Theo was a somewhat heavy-set man, but he negotiated the stairs quickly, light-footed and silent. At the top of the stairs he turned the knob of his bedroom door and slipped inside; the room wasn’t locked, as Mrs Williams needed access to clean it.

But the bottom drawer of his chest of drawers was locked. Father Theo fumbled in his pocket for his keys and inserted the proper one into the lock, bending over to pull the drawer out. Then he opened his ornate antique wardrobe and retrieved the large black holdall from where he’d stashed it the week before: at the bottom, beneath the row of black shirts and dark suits, behind his extra pair of neatly polished black shoes. The holdall was empty, innocent in itself; even if Mrs Williams snooped in his wardrobe as she hung up his newly laundered and pressed shirts, she would find nothing exceptional about the holdall.

He heaved it out on to the bed, and with a nervous glance at the door lest Mrs Williams choose that moment to come in, he filled it with things from the bottom drawer. It didn’t take long; everything he needed to take with him was in that drawer, and packing quickly had become part of his weekly routine.

Father Theo snapped the holdall shut, re-locked the bottom drawer, and closed the door of his room behind him. Down the stairs, then; the front door was in sight. But Mrs Williams caught him just as he reached for the knob. ‘You’re off, then?’ She stated the obvious, her black eyes taking in the holdall, Father Theo’s stealthy tread and the start he gave as she spoke.

‘Why … yes.’ He tried to keep his voice steady, betraying neither irritation, defensiveness, nor guilt.

‘And you’ll be back tomorrow night?’ she probed.

‘Or Sunday morning at the latest.’ He would stay till Sunday morning, he had already determined, even though it meant a very early start. ‘I’ll be back in time for the eight o’clock Low Mass.’

Mrs Williams didn’t believe his story that each weekend he visited a priest in south London, an old friend from theological college days. He knew that she didn’t believe him, but he didn’t care; there was no way, short of having him followed, that she could disprove his story. Saturday was his day off, and what he did on his day off was his own business. He’d even bought a mobile phone so that he could be reached in an emergency; he certainly wasn’t going to take the chance of giving Mrs Williams – or anyone else – a contact number.

Father Theo turned the knob and opened the front door, then slipped through and pulled it shut behind him. He was free. He was on his way. The weight of the holdall was as nothing to him as anticipation sped his footsteps towards the bus stop.


Chapter 3



Tessa’s childhood had not, in its entirety, been a happy one. That is to say that her childhood was divided into two distinct periods: before her mother’s death, and after. The first few years, while her mother was alive, Tessa had known herself to be a loved and cherished child. Her mother had instilled in Tessa her own love of books, reading to her from the time she was in her cot and teaching the little girl to read herself long before she reached school age. She had always been there, available for her only child: reading to her, making up stories for her, playing with her, taking her on outings, surrounding her with love.

And then her mother had died. Suddenly, tragically. To this day her father refused to talk about the circumstances of her mother’s death, but Tessa knew, had always known – as one does know these things, even at a young age – that her father blamed her for it, that she was somehow responsible. One day her mother had been alive, vital, loving, and the next day she was gone. Tessa couldn’t remember what had happened in between. She just knew that it was her fault; the reproach was there, silent, whenever her father looked at her.

He had always been a conscientious vicar, lavishing his time and his energies on his parish. But after his wife’s death, Tessa’s father had thrown himself into his work with renewed passion, as if by staying away from the vicarage, now bereft of his wife’s presence, he could somehow avoid the fact of her death.

A housekeeper had been taken on, and it was that housekeeper who had brought Tessa up from that time onwards. She was not an affectionate woman, nor an imaginative one, and Tessa was not her idea of what a little girl should be. Her nose always stuck in a book, she grumbled. Quiet, shy. How was she ever going to get on in the world?

Tessa’s mechanism for survival was retreat. She spent much of her time shut in her room, avoiding the housekeeper, using books to shield her from the world. In her room, reading a book, she could forget for a time that her mother was dead, that her father was not there either.

Her mother had been a paragon of domesticity, the supreme vicar’s wife, and had she lived, Tessa would have grown into that as well. But her mother’s death had changed the pattern of Tessa’s life beyond recognition, and though that domestic spark had never quite gone out, she had directed her energies in other directions, just as her father had.

Now, though, things were different. Domesticity beckoned Tessa, its siren call irresistible to her. At last she had her own house, her own family of sorts, and she could be to Rob – and to the children that they would have – the sort of nurturing force that her mother had been to her and her father.

As soon as she’d quit her job, she plunged into it head first, virtually wallowing in domesticity. She bought a thick cookery book and began working her way through the recipes, she rearranged the furniture in the front room, she even took up gardening.

Rob’s house – now her house as well – was not large, but in Tessa’s eyes it was perfect. A Victorian mid-terrace, it was deep and narrow, the rooms running back and accessed by a corridor. Three floors: the ground floor held a front room with a bay, looking on to the road; a dark dining room in the centre; and a kitchen at the back, opening into a small garden, overgrown but full of potential. On the first floor, reached by a steep and rather narrow staircase, were two bedrooms, with a bathroom in between. Theirs was the front room, and the back room was Rob’s computer hideaway. The floor above was really no more than a high-ceilinged attic, unfinished; the previous owners had filled it with unwanted rubbish which they’d not bothered to clear when they moved out, and Rob and Amanda had added to that in some small degree.

Most of the house had not been decorated in years. Rob had started with good intentions when he’d moved in; he had painted the front room, fixed up the computer room, then run out of steam. Amanda’s main contribution had been the choosing of the metal blinds which adorned the windows instead of curtains.

Tessa hated the blinds, finding them fiddly to operate and sterile in appearance. She was determined to replace them, throughout the house, with curtains. And furthermore, she would make the curtains herself. Somehow, she felt, when she had done that, she would have reclaimed the house as her own, and banished the ghost of Amanda once and for all.

She went to John Lewis and chose the fabrics, bringing home samples for Rob’s approval. Then she created a workroom for herself, in the little-used dining room.

One of the few things of her mother’s that she owned was her sewing machine – a machine on which her mother had made clothes for the young Tessa. She remembered standing beside her mother, watching, rapt, as bits of fabric turned into dresses in her mother’s expert hands.

She had always kept the sewing machine, as a sort of talisman of her mother’s memory, but she had never used it, had never wanted to use it. Now she wanted to; now was the time. She set it up on the dining room table, read the instruction manual, followed the directions for the complicated threading procedure, oiled it carefully, and discovered that it worked. That first practice seam, carried out on one of the fabric samples, was marvelled over, and spurred her on.

First the bedroom, she decided; it was right that Amanda should be banished from the bedroom first of all. She chose, with Rob’s agreement, a sprigged fabric, cheery without being too feminine. After the initial terror of cutting into the bolt of fabric, it was easy, and by the next weekend their bedroom had new curtains.

Tessa felt an enormous satisfaction in the accomplishment, and admitted to herself that she had done a good job.

After just a few weeks of sewing, cooking, gardening, and pottering round the local shops, she wondered how she had managed to waste so many years going off to work every day. This was so satisfying, so elemental somehow. Taking care of her husband, as he deserved to be taken care of.

Her husband: the words still gave her a little thrill of pleasure, tinged with disbelief. He was her husband. Hers, and not Amanda’s.

Tessa was deeply in love with Rob. The long days at home gave her plenty of time to think about him, and each day, as her thoughts dwelt upon him, she missed him and loved him even more. Each day she could scarcely wait for his return home, and she usually met him at the front door with a kiss which did nothing to disguise her love for him, her desire for him. She discovered his favourite foods and learned to prepare them, making sure that not a day passed without serving him at least one of them. And on one of her trips to John Lewis she visited the knitting wool department, chose some wool of a blue which matched Rob’s eyes, and taught herself to knit. She would make a jumper for him, to keep him warm next winter, with love knitted into every stitch.

Rob, naturally, was delighted with the newly domestic Tessa. Though it had been his idea for her to give up her job, he was surprised at the enthusiasm with which she had embraced her altered lifestyle. He benefited from it directly, of course: from the cooking and the decorating, and the attention which she lavished upon him each evening. The pampering, the nurturing: he’d never been looked after like that by Amanda.

Over a few weeks’ time, under the force of Tessa’s relentless domesticity, the pattern of their evenings altered. Often their reunion at the front door would lead them swiftly to the bedroom, making dinner late. Neither of them minded the delay. And after a delicious meal, when Rob would ordinarily have retreated to his computer room, he discovered himself lingering behind, basking in the glow of Tessa’s love for him. As the nights drew in, he found himself spending much of the evening with her, sitting in the front room and watching her, in a soft pool of lamplight, her head bent over the blue wool and the needles clicking as she knitted a jumper for him. And when he did eventually go off to his computer room, where he used to remain sometimes until late at night, he now emerged in plenty of time to go to bed at a decent hour, to enjoy the delights that Tessa had to offer him.

She was happy. He was happy. They were happy together. Now, thought Tessa, just one thing was missing.

And so she stopped taking her birth control pills.

Linda Nicholls found, as the days and weeks passed, that she couldn’t get that wedding announcement out of her mind. It caused her to think about things she had managed to suppress for years, and it made her conscious, in a way she had never been before, of her age.

She would be fifty next year. She sat at her dressing table and examined, in her magnifying mirror, the signs of encroaching age. Her hair was still as glossy and black as ever, with a bit of help from the bottle. But the grooves around her mouth seemed to have become more deeply etched, and had been joined by a pronounced web of lines below her eyes. Were her eyelids sagging? The flesh at her jaw line?

Would Greg still want her when she was fifty?

And in her line of work, it just wouldn’t do to look old. Mature was all right, but not old and saggy.

She needed, Linda decided, a bit of judicious attention from a plastic surgeon. Nothing flashy or too obvious: a nip here, a tuck there, a few collagen injections to smooth things out.

But that sort of thing, done well, cost money. And she wasn’t exactly rolling in it. The house was expensive to keep up, and there were a great many business expenses, including Geeta’s wages.

She would have to find a way to supplement her income, to raise a bit of spare cash. Linda’s eyes met those of her reflection in the mirror and nodded thoughtfully.

Tessa sensed the changes in her body immediately, and knew she was pregnant, even before she’d missed her first period, even before she did the test. Not for her the uncomprehending morning sickness, the slowness to grasp the truth. The test was nothing more than a confirmation of a fact she was already sure of, but nonetheless she trembled with excitement as she watched for the test strip to change colour.

Change it did, and at that moment Tessa felt her life turn upside down, the patterns rearranging themselves like the colours of a kaleidoscope.

She was having a baby. Rob’s baby. Their lives would now be different, irrevocably, but in the very best way.

Tessa would now be utterly fulfilled, with a baby to love and care for. She would be everything to her baby that her mother had been to her. And Rob, she knew, would be a wonderful father. Together they would be a family. She wasn’t greedy; more children would be nice, but she would be satisfied if this were the only one. Her baby. Their baby.

She stood in front of the mirror, that morning after she’d done the test, and looked at her body, at her flat stomach. Though she felt completely different already, she looked just the same as always. Strange to think that soon her body would change, would grow as her baby grew.

Her immediate impulse was to ring Rob at work, to blurt out the wonderful news to him before another moment passed. But she checked herself, and changed her mind, deciding not to tell him straight away. It was as if she needed some time, not to get used to the idea, but to hug it to herself. Soon she would share this baby with Rob, and they would enjoy it together, but for now she needed to commune with it herself, to accustom herself to its hold on her body.

It. Him. Her. Funny to think that even now, even when her baby was little more than a cluster of cells, its sex had already been determined. Tessa wouldn’t know for a while, but already it was a him or a her.

She would be happy with either – delighted – but Tessa admitted to herself that she would prefer a girl. She didn’t know much about little boys, and a girl would give her a chance, somehow, to redeem the unhappiness of her own childhood. And Rob would be wonderful with a little girl.
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