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    Le Cœur a ses raisons, que la raison ne connaît point.


    (The heart has its reasons that reason doesn’t understand.)




    Blaise Pascal, Pensées




    Down in the flood of remembrance


    I weep like a child for the past.




    D. H. Lawrence, ‘Piano’
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    The dreams about her brother, Paul, started during those dark, grim weeks when she was shuttered in the house, convalescing from the operation. The worst of them, the one that upset her most, she dreamt on the night of the winter solstice. The same day that her father had died. Thirty-three years ago.




    She dreamt Paul was swimming in the Ouse, on the stretch not far from their home, where the river curved smoothly. She was watching him from the riverbank, under the shade of willows. He was swimming far out from the bank, his thin boy’s arms spinning wreaths of white spray. He stopped suddenly. Turned to face her, treading water.




    ‘Come and join me, Jane,’ he said. ‘It’s lovely.’




    The sunlight dappled the water, made the river look inviting. She slid down from the bank, lowered her body into the water. Her limbs were young and tanned and slim. She started swimming slowly out towards him. She was surprised she could keep afloat, surprised at the rhythm of her limbs turning in the water, how easy it was. When she got close to him he suddenly disappeared from sight. She felt herself begin to panic, felt her limbs flail, felt something wrap around her legs and pull her down. In the murky green water her brother’s face nudged up close to her. He was crying, he was laughing; she couldn’t tell which. His arms were wrapped tight around her, holding her down. She heard his voice, as if it were inside her, in her head, in her chest.




    Stay with me, Jane. Don’t go. Stay with me here.




    She couldn’t breathe, she was drowning. Panic sharp in her chest, like a blade. She kicked and threshed underwater, she felt his arms sliding away . . .




    She was sitting bolt upright in the bed, gulping back air, the sound of her sobbing breaking in waves on her ears.




    She had been plagued for several weeks by the dreams. Some seemed to come from the past, as if she was reliving real events. Things that had happened in her childhood. Things she had forgotten, or thought she had.




    Usually Paul was in these dreams. The Paul that belonged to her childhood, her older brother. These dreams disturbed her, distressed her. Cast a shadow upon her thoughts all through the long mornings after waking. She felt riven with anxiety. It wasn’t so much because of the illness, although of course that played a part. She didn’t know what it was, where it came from. But a sense of danger, lurking continually beneath her thoughts, haunting her days.




    The night after the dream about drowning, she phoned the Samaritans. She had never done anything like this before, never thought she ever would, didn’t know why she was doing it now. The voice on the phone was male, in his thirties, perhaps. He told her his name was Simon. They talked for a while as if it wasn’t some unearthly hour of the night, as if they were just two people getting to know each other, making small talk. She had a sense of the irony of it. This wasn’t real. They didn’t talk about Christmas, only days away. They avoided that.




    At some point in the conversation he asked what she did for a living. She thought, briefly, about not telling the truth. Art therapists, after all, weren’t supposed to be doing this in the small hours of the night. They were supposed to be the sane ones, the ones who helped others. The ones who never felt this kind of despair. But she thought it would be immoral to lie to someone like this, who could have been at home, perhaps, with his wife who missed him. Instead of sitting up through the night, listening to desperate people who couldn’t sleep.




    ‘I’m an art therapist,’ she said. ‘I work in a psychiatric hospital.’




    He didn’t flinch.




    What did they talk about? Inconsequential talk, really. If she had any hobbies, where she liked going for her holidays, even her favourite food. The central heating had switched itself off; the room was growing cold. Josie, her Labrador, snored comfortably at her feet.




    Then: ‘Are you married, Jane?’ The first serious topic of their conversation.




    ‘Yes. Well, not really. We’ve been separated for over two years now.’




    ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Any children?’




    ‘One,’ she said. And then in a way she felt unsure again about what was the truth, because she’d lost the child she’d had and been given another.




    ‘I’ve two,’ he said. ‘A boy and a girl. Ten and eight. What do you have?’




    ‘A boy,’ she said. ‘Dominic. He’s nearly eighteen.’




    ‘Ah, coming of age then,’ he said. ‘I’ve got that to look forward to.’




    She said nothing then. Because what was there to say?




    ‘Any other family?’




    ‘My mother, I suppose. She’s in a care home. She’s lost her memory. She gets confused.’




    ‘Father?’




    ‘He died when I was a child.’




    Did she say it too quickly, did she give anything away?




    ‘That must have been difficult,’ he said.




    A softening in his voice now. The silence of his listening was tangible, a different kind of silence to the one that had been pressing on her heart for weeks, making it difficult to breathe, to eat, to sleep.




    ‘Brothers or sisters?’




    ‘I’ve a brother. Paul. But I haven’t seen him for years and years. He went missing when I was fourteen.’




    And as she said it she felt strange. Like she was falling from a great height. She had never told anyone about Paul before.




    ‘Tell me about your brother, Jane. What was he like?’




    So she talked about Paul, for the first time ever. To a stranger; someone who’d never known him, never known her. And it was as if her words were bringing him back again. He could almost have been there with her, sitting across the room in the dim light, listening.




    He was tall. Nearly six foot. He had red hair. Not ginger, never ginger. Auburn. Eyes, not quite green, not quite brown. Sometimes a little more one colour than the other, depending on the light. He liked birds and fishing and dogs. He was in the Sea Scouts. He liked the sea, he loved it. He was a good swimmer. The best in his class. He could swim for miles.




    ‘Are you a good swimmer too?’




    ‘Not really. No, not at all. Like a stone,’ she said. And he laughed, and she laughed too.




    His voice dipped, softened again.




    ‘Why do you think your brother left home, Jane?’




    ‘I don’t know.’ She was telling the truth, she wasn’t telling it. She suddenly felt a wave of tiredness. As if the words dragged up from some morass inside her had worn her out.




    But because of the way he listened, in spite of her tiredness, she told him about the day her brother left.




    It had been a day in early March. A mild day, quite warm and sunny. She’d just got in from school. Her aunt and uncle – ‘We’d lived with them . . . since our father died . . .’ – hadn’t got back from work yet, didn’t get back till after five. She went upstairs to her room, she was going to start her homework. Paul was home. She could hear him playing music in his room.




    ‘He had weird taste. He didn’t like the usual stuff that teenagers liked back then – Adam Faith, Cliff and the Shadows, things like that. He liked Jacques Brel, this German songwriter, Kurt something . . .’




    ‘Kurt Weill.’




    ‘Yes, that’s it. I’m not sure how he got into that sort of music. Perhaps my mother introduced him to it – I think she liked it too.’




    She didn’t like it. She always thought it sounded depressing. She heard clattering noises coming from his room as well, and opened the door. Stuff scattered on his bed. Small piles of clothing. A torch, a pile of coins, a penknife, binoculars All sorts of things. A rucksack on the floor.




    ‘Aren’t you ever going to learn to knock first?’ He looked a bit odd. Flushed, guilty, as if she’d caught him doing something he shouldn’t.




    ‘What’s all that stuff for? Are you going somewhere?’




    ‘I’m just sorting it out.’




    She shut the door and left him to it, went to her own room. An hour later he opened her bedroom door. She was sitting at her desk, doing her homework. Trying to learn the past historic for the French for ‘to forget’ and ‘to remember’. They were having a test on it the next day. He stood looking at her, like he’d forgotten what he’d come for. This light from the window in his eyes, making him squint.




    ‘What are you doing?’




    ‘Homework, of course.’




    ‘What homework?’




    ‘French. I’ve a test tomorrow.’




    ‘Good,’ he said.




    She waited, wondering what was good about it, wondering what else he was going to say. He looked like he wanted to say something else.




    ‘I might be late. I’m going round Stuart’s. Tell them not to worry.’




    ‘Okay.’ She turned back to her verbs.




    ‘Goodbye, Jane.’




    Something about the way he said it. But she thought nothing of it at the time, was lost in her head with the past historic. Just a short while after she heard the front door close she had this urge to get up and go to the window. He was walking away down the road. He walked like someone who wasn’t in a hurry, who had plenty of time to get to where he was going. He had his green khaki rucksack on his back, the one he used for his scouting trips. It looked full, all the little pocket compartments bulging. Why has he packed his rucksack to go to Stuart’s? She thought of opening the window and calling out, to ask him, but didn’t bother. She turned back to her homework . . .




    She paused. The past was stealing into her heart, was taking over. She was fourteen. She was looking out of her bedroom window, her hand on the catch. Then changing her mind and turning away.




    ‘Funny, I can’t remember them at all now. The French verbs. I used to be good at French. I used to know all the past tenses. The imperfect, the pluperfect. I can’t even remember the French for the verbs “to forget” and “to remember” now.’




    Oublier, se souvenir. Simon’s voice, so soft it was like the imprint of a voice on her ear.




    ‘The thing is,’ she said, ‘this stuff’s been coming back to me. These memories.’




    ‘Do you mean flashbacks, that sort of thing?’




    ‘Yes, I suppose so. But in dreams, mainly. I haven’t thought of him for years, or dreamt of him. And now suddenly I dream of him often.’




    ‘When did it begin?’ he said.




    She told him they’d only recently started. They just seemed to happen, to come out of nowhere.




    ‘I never used to be the sort that dwelt on things. I was always one just for getting on with things before.’




    ‘Maybe that’s part of the problem,’ he said. ‘Maybe you need to take the time now, to think about the past.’




    ‘I don’t know.’ This tiredness again, overwhelming her. Like something heavy on top of her, like the weight of water.




    ‘The thing is, it doesn’t help that I’m on my own a lot. I’m not working at the moment. I’ve been ill, you see, I’ve had an operation. I’m still convalescing.’




    He didn’t ask what kind of operation, what was wrong with her, but she told him anyway. About the breast cancer and the consultations with Mr Fazil. The lumpectomy, and the radiotherapy she was due to start in a fortnight.




    ‘I could go back to work then, if I want. They don’t mind you working during the radiotherapy, providing you feel well enough to.’




    ‘Do you think you’re well enough?’




    ‘I’m not sure. Perhaps not. I’m not sleeping well. And these dreams, sometimes they bother me. Sometimes I feel rather desperate. But then you know that. I wouldn’t have phoned you if I didn’t.’




    ‘Have you talked to your doctor about the way you feel? It might be a good idea to do that.’




    ‘Yes, perhaps. I’ll think about it.’ But she knew she wouldn’t. She couldn’t talk to her doctor the way she’d talked to him. Her doctor knew her. She’d have to see him again, whenever she went to the surgery. Sit across the desk from him knowing he knew those things about her, had written them down in her notes.




    ‘It sounds like you’ve been through a great deal these last few years. It would be surprising if you weren’t feeling depressed, Jane. Anyone would, going through what you’ve been through.’




    ‘Yes, I suppose you’re right.’




    ‘Do you ever think of suicide?’




    It was said quickly, carelessly, like words thrown away, but it took her by surprise. She wondered if she had misheard him.




    ‘I’m sorry, what did you say . . . ?’




    Maybe it was a ploy. Maybe she was buying time.




    ‘I said, do you ever think of harming yourself?’




    But he had changed it now. Softened it. Made it sound more probable, more commonplace. Aren’t there a thousand ways to harm oneself? she thought. Don’t we all choose at least one way?




    But she knew that wasn’t what he meant. He meant the first word. The one she’d heard but pretended she hadn’t. The one that sounded medical, like sarcoma. Dry, tearless. Conjuring the smell of antiseptic, the white coats of doctors, pills that stuck in the throat.




    ‘No, not really.’




    ‘Not really?’ he echoed back. As if he didn’t believe her.




    ‘No, I haven’t. Not seriously, anyway. I would never actually do anything. I mean, I may have thought about it, but only in a vague way. There’s a world of difference between having a thought and carrying out an action, isn’t there?’




    ‘If there wasn’t my wife would have sued me for adultery a long time ago,’ he said. And they laughed, uneasily.




    ‘So you’ll be okay? When we finish talking?’




    ‘Yes, of course.’




    ‘What will you do?’




    ‘Go to bed, I expect.’




    ‘You must be tired.’




    ‘Yes. Yes, I am.’




    She was. This weariness filling her head, like water.




    ‘Well, if you feel like ringing again. Any time. Don’t hesitate.’




    She sat alone in the darkness for another hour. She was tossing the word over in her head. As if it was something she had suddenly found. An artefact. A stone with an interesting patina. She had heard the word so often. In the mouths of psychiatrists and nurses at case reviews. She had read it in patients’ files, had written it there herself. This patient has suicidal thoughts. This patient is currently on suicide watch. She had seen the morbid fantasies in their paintings and sketches. In the hospital, on the ward, in the claustrophobic confines of the art therapy room where anything can happen in a painting, in a shape wrought from a lump of clay, it was just another word. Removed from the world outside, the normal world. Like psychosis, schizophrenic, mania. But now it was stripped of that context and given another. Handed to her by a stranger on the phone.




    Have you ever thought of suicide?




    Had she?




    She wasn’t sure. She didn’t know.




    No, not really.




    Ambiguous, deceptive. The only kind of answer she could give.




    She felt she was putting the word away now, as if in a corner of the room. On a shelf perhaps, hidden behind books. Tucking it away in a corner of her mind. Still there, but out of sight.




    But that night she had a different dream. This time it didn’t seem to come from the past. She didn’t know where it came from. It felt like the future was spinning itself backwards into the present.




    She dreamt she was in a room crowded with people. A stranger was sitting in the shadows in the corner. She couldn’t see his face. A blonde woman with an open smiling face came up to her.




    ‘Let me introduce you to someone. He thinks you may have met somewhere before.’




    The woman had a slight American accent. She led Jane towards the stranger. Her heart was racing. As the man saw her approaching he stood up, moved out of the shadows, and then she could see that it was Paul. His hair that had been auburn, russet like autumn leaves, was faded now, greying at the temples. He was older, a man in his middle years, not the boy of eighteen he had once been. But she knew without any doubt that it was him.




    When she finally woke it was late. Long past the time she would normally wake, weary from a night of broken sleep. She got out of bed and drew back the curtains and she knew she was past the worst now. There was a hard, bright, January light. The grass sparkled with frost. The winter solstice was behind her.




    She had always hated the depths of winter. The darkness would feel to her as if it were something physical, that had the power to still her blood, take her breath from her. Her aunt had died just after Christmas and her father just before. In all the years she’d lived with Adam, when Dominic was little, she had to force herself to celebrate Christmas. Put up the tree, the decorations, buy the presents and wrap them. Whilst all the time, this feeling of suffocation. This dread that ached in her bones.




    But now, waking from this dream that seemed to come from some future place, a Paul she didn’t know and hadn’t met, she knew she’d passed the nadir; the light was coming back, bit by bit.




    He wants me to find him, she thought, a small bubble of excitement rising within her. That’s what he wants. He wants me to find him.
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    All day the feeling stayed with her. She busied herself tidying the house, which had been neglected for weeks until now. She cooked herself a proper lunch, which she hadn’t done for a while. A jacket potato, with grated cheese and a salad. She sat down at the kitchen table and ate the food slowly, as if every morsel was important. Josie sat in her basket by the wall, watching her. She had learnt not to beg for scraps at the table long ago, when she was just a puppy.




    We never forget the things we’re taught when we’re young. What did we learn, Paul? When do our memories start?




    She wasn’t sure. She had trained herself not to look back, not ever to remember her childhood. And now it was an effort to.




    The first memory she could find belonged to a summer’s afternoon when she was small. Three, perhaps even younger. She is running around in the garden, wearing only bikini bottoms, pink ones, with tiny white rosebuds. She is running in and out of a paddling pool, limp and shallow, holding tepid water. Paul is splashing her and she is pretending to run from him, and all the time, despite their play and their laughter, they are aware of him, this man, their father, down the garden painting at his easel, as he often did. Watching him, even when they were forgetting to watch him, as though they had eyes in the back of their heads.




    He takes no notice of them. He acts as though they are not there. But if Paul is too rough, grabbing her, splashing her with water, making her shriek.




    ‘Behave yourselves! Stop that bloody racket.’




    His voice is tense, threatening, like a storm cloud. Their bodies stiffen, subdued. Paul doesn’t answer back. He never does. Neither does she.




    Is that what we learnt, Paul? To be afraid?




    And yet at the same time remembering her father, like a giant stepping loudly into her world. Holding her wrists in his two big hands and spinning her around, so that her feet are lifting from the ground. The blur of his body at the pivot of her spinning, his broken smiles. Her shrieks of desperate pleasure shattering the hot summer air. Beyond the excitement, something like fear, like the edge of a knife in her chest. How fast would he spin her? Would he know when to stop?




    Sometimes an uneasy attachment, an uneasy love. Or as close to love as she ever felt, in those days when she was small. Her father bouncing her on his rough lap. Walking her around the living room, her small feet stuck to the tops of his giant ones, her knees locked like a marionette’s against his hard shins. When she was older – five or six – sticking her on a chair in the corner of the summerhouse he used as a studio, and painting her portrait. They were well enough executed, those paintings. A pretty child in summer frocks, holding a rag doll to her chest, with black button eyes and a blue stitched mouth, like a down-turned slash. Keep still, her father would say. Don’t twitch like that. She kept still, to please him. She enjoyed the attention. These quiet hours alone with her father, his eyes upon her. Although he didn’t really see her. His gaze flicking back and forth from the surface of her face to the white paper, the brush loaded with paint.




    She didn’t remember what happened to those pictures. Her mother didn’t seem to like them. They were never framed, put on the walls. There was a likeness there, he’d captured a likeness. But a quality of stiffness about them. A brittle smile on her face, as if she too was a doll, rather than a child.




    They’d grown up, she and Paul, in a hunched, brown-roofed house among the flat fields of the Fens. Fields of wheat and potatoes, yellow rape in the spring so vivid it hurt their eyes. There was a large garden. An allotment that extended beyond the stretch of lawn. Fruit trees: plum, apple and pear. In the spring and autumn, her mother digging in the sticky, black soil. She would plant carrots, onions, swedes. Green beans that sprang high on stakes. Rows of cabbages, lettuce, leeks. Paul would sometimes help her. She would show him how to drill out rows for the seed, how to sow it. How to thin out the pale young plants. She could remember watching them, their backs bent and turned from her, as she bounced a ball against the side of the house, gyrated a hula hoop on her thin hips.




    Beyond the allotment and the fruit trees, at the far end of the garden, sprawling bushes of soft fruits. They would nudge their hands through the brambles in late summer, shake away the wasps. Eat the half-ripened fruit until their stomachs ached, until they made themselves sick, the red juice staining their hands and faces.




    Memories coming back of the house and the fields, the lanes that they would lose themselves in when they were older. Returning on long summer evenings only when their bellies were hungry. When they were small they had friends down the lanes. She could remember few of their names now, or their faces. And if she was honest, they were more Paul’s friends than hers. Because there was always that quality of stiffness about her, an inward shrinking. Much more so then, of course, when she was small. An extreme of shyness then. As if she often felt more like a doll, too. Not knowing what look to wear on her face. When to move and how, what to say or feel.




    But with Paul it was easier. He had a more spontaneous way about him, as if the energy that came from within him flowed easily out into the world, and back again. She trailed in his shadow, joined in the games with the rough-faced children that lived down the lane. Took her cues from him, benefited from the shield of his protection. If the children sometimes teased her, as they did – for children always seek out the weakness in others, have an instinct for it – Paul would instantly come to her defence. Leave her alone, she’s all right. And they did; it wasn’t so much his authority they respected as his likeability. They wouldn’t fall out with him.




    This realization slipping back to her now, clearly, that these friends, these other children, never came round to their house to play. As if somehow everyone knew, without needing to be told, that this wouldn’t be approved of, wouldn’t be allowed. She remembered this sensation that she often had, standing in the garden. As if there was always someone there watching. Her father? As if at any moment she might turn around and see his dark figure at the window. At the bedroom window, the kitchen window, the French doors that led out into the garden. Light flashing from the glass in his hand.




    Their father drank. He wasn’t exactly a drunkard; she doubted whether he could be called an alcoholic. There were plenty of times when he was sober, long, dry droughts in between the black spells, when he didn’t drink. He held down a job as a teacher and wouldn’t have been able to do that, she thought, if he had been a perpetual drunk. But then, every so often, he would go on benders. Red wine, whisky, brandy. She remembered dark clouds of sullenness, his body slumped at the kitchen table, the bottle in front of him, the slurping of the liquid into the glass, and his mood souring and darkening, turning against everyone and everything. They kept out of his way. Just the sight of them, when he was in these black moods of drinking, could bring on his rage. The sight of their mother too. She felt a sickening dread in her stomach, just remembering. Why was she remembering? She didn’t want to.




    Is that what we learnt, Paul, most of all? To be afraid?




    She had shut out these memories for years. Told herself, It wasn’t so bad. Perhaps it wasn’t. They had the garden and the fields, sometimes children down the lanes to play with. They had each other. But now this longing to see her brother again, to see Paul again, so intense it felt almost painful. If he was here, she thought, if she could talk to him about the past, about that house, their father . . . if she could remember with him, it would be all right then, it would be safe.




    After lunch she jostled Josie into the back of the car. She would take her out for a walk to Dunstable Downs. She’d moved away from the flat fields of her Fenland home many years ago, another life ago. She lived, still, in the home she’d once shared with Adam. A neat semi in a Hertfordshire red-bricked village, with a small high street of mock-traditional shops, a village pub on the Green, four-wheel drives going to and fro on the school run. A long way from the childhood house that crouched under big Fenland skies.




    Bob Evans, her neighbour, was up now. He had sleep in his eyes, as he stood inside the glazed porch and stooped to pick up his post. She raised her hand to wave to him. He waved back.




    Out on the Downs, under the washed-blue sky, she felt freer, lighter. Josie ambled amongst the bracken and ferns, rooted out the scents of birds and rabbits, broke into brief, clumsy trots, as if she was remembering her youth when she could run like the wind, when she wasn’t plagued by arthritis in her hips.




    She walked for an hour. Paused now and then, to watch the paragliders in the new, blue sky. A strange restlessness, a strange excitement. As if the scar knitting under her skin was stretching and tearing. Memories seeping.




    





    




    3




    When did it begin? Simon the Samaritan had asked on the phone.




    She wondered if it hadn’t really begun way back on that Sunday morning last October. The day she’d discovered the lump. She’d been doing stretching exercises in front of the mirror in her room. Naked, almost, stripped down to her knickers. Muslin curtains shielding her from the outside world.




    She always felt disturbed looking at her body in the mirror. Not because it was unsightly. She was slim, supple, still carried the essence of youth about her. It was more as if her body didn’t belong to her. When she saw her own reflection in the mirror, she would sometimes feel as if she had slipped outside the barriers of her skin. Was watching herself from somewhere in the room.




    Who is this woman standing here? Moving. Stretching up, stretching down.




    Then she noticed it. She didn’t see it. It was much too small to be seen. It was more that she sensed it. Something under the skin, sitting near the nipple of her left breast. She moved in closer to the mirror. The sun filtering through the muslin curtains haloed her head in a fuzz of light, as if she was already consigned to the afterlife, angelic.




    A slight abnormality perhaps. The skin slightly stretched, shiny. The slightest pulling down of the nipple. She moved her hand instinctively over the lump. Hardly a lump. The size of a pea. It felt hard and resistant. As if it had a life of its own.




    A few days later, stripped to the waist before the new young doctor at the surgery. He prodded her breasts with harsh fingers.




    ‘Why did you cancel your last breast scan?’ he’d asked. He was Dutch, spoke in that measured way the Dutch sometimes speak in. She’d mumbled some excuse.




    ‘You could have remade it. Why didn’t you?’




    His voice was stern, and despite his youth, parental. She felt judged. As if this was a punishment. God getting back.




    The lump had pressed endlessly on her mind during those early weeks.




    ‘What do you see?’ she asked Tara, in the art therapy room. Tara was in her thirties, although looked older, marks of suffering etched in deep lines on her face. She had been in and out of the hospital several times before, caught in the revolving-door cycle of the mentally ill. She was manic depressive, would slide down from mania into almost catatonic states of depression, that normally resolved themselves in botched attempts at suicide. Once, on an upward swing into something resembling normalcy, she had relayed to Jane, in a black-humoured manner, all the many ways in which she had sought to end her life. Plastic bags over her head with breaks in the seam to foil her. A noose on a rope tied to the banisters that had broken. Pills that had just left her with sledge-hammer headaches and a thickly furred tongue. This time, perhaps she had planned it better, had meant it for real. She’d slit her wrists and lain in a bath of warm water, to be dragged out soon after by her flatmate, who had returned earlier than predicted.




    Tara, in her upward swings, would paint hearts and flowers in vivid primary colours, childlike pictures of girls ringed with skipping ropes outside crooked tenements. Now, she drew charcoal pictures of huddled figures crouching under towering black hands.




    What do you see?




    Tara gazed mutely at her drawing.




    ‘Nothing,’ she said.




    The lump that wasn’t a lump, that was still only the size of a pea, as dry and hard as a stone, pressed endlessly under the soft cloth of her T-shirt. What pictures would she herself create, she’d wonder, if she picked up a stump of charcoal and drew alongside Tara? Another cowering figure. A dark cloud, like a lump, hovering over her head.




    These memories of her childhood, these dreams of Paul, hadn’t started until weeks afterwards. During convalescence, confined to the house. But she would wonder if the past hadn’t first stirred in her then, like something that had been sleeping for a long time beginning to awake. She’d evoke her brother, conjure him up beside her like a ghost returning. Imagine his voice in her head: What do you remember, Jane? How much do you remember?




    Twins were supposed to be close. So close they can feel each other’s distress across separations of time and space. They weren’t twins. But hadn’t they once shared that kind of closeness? Back then, in that tumultuous house, under those vast revealing skies, in that place where the soil was as black as ash.




    Mr Fazil, the oncologist, had prodded and squeezed the small beaded lump that sat stubbornly next to her nipple. He tried to aspirate it with a fine needle, but it stayed intact. Hard and dry as a stone. She knew that was not a good sign.




    ‘We need to take a sample of tissue to send away for tests. To see if it’s cancerous or not,’ he’d said.




    The clipped, even way he spoke, his blunt honesty, reassured her. No need for drama or fuss. As if his down-to-earth manner would in itself shrink the tumour, send it on its way.




    She had taken Wendy with her to hear the results of the biopsy. Wendy, her OT friend from work, who had found her earlier sobbing in the toilets, wiped her tearstained face on a rough paper towel, slipped an arm around her shoulders and led her away to a small room the psychiatrists used for their consultations. A bland, almost empty room. Only two chairs in it, a small table in the corner for their client-profile files. Soundproofed walls, and a lock on the door to keep out the world. Jane had sobbed her heart out, like the patients sometimes do. When the sobs subsided, when she was able to speak.




    ‘It’s not just that I’m scared of dying.’




    ‘What is it, then?’ Wendy said softly.




    ‘I’ve made such a mess. Of everything. Dominic. Adam. Now I’m running out of time.’




    Wendy had gone with her to hear the results. A nurse trained in breast cancer counselling stayed in the room with them. Jane sat there as cold as ice, waiting for Mr Fazil to speak.




    ‘I’m afraid the tumour is malignant. Cancerous. However, your prognosis is good . . .’




    Like the bad news followed by the good. As if the good softens the bad, cancels it out. Perhaps it does. The cancer she had, Mr Fazil told her, was one of the most treatable forms. They had identified it early. She was still young, healthy. An operation would remove all cancerous tissue. Then a course of radiation. No need not to expect a full recovery . . .




    Wendy had taken her hand. But she’d hardly noticed. And she hadn’t needed the nurse’s counselling. She sat there quite calmly, listening to Mr Fazil’s clipped Iranian accent telling her what modern medicine would do. How it would cut out the offending tissue, feed radium into her body to try to ensure it didn’t return.




    She had slipped outside her skin again.




    Who is this woman sitting dry-eyed and still on the chair, while cancer cells divide and multiply like a dark secret in her flesh?




    *




    They went to a pub close by the hospital afterwards, and Wendy bought her a brandy. She thought she needed it.




    ‘You mustn’t worry. I know it’s hard, but you mustn’t. Thousands of women go through this every day and live to tell the tale. You heard what he said. You’ve every chance of recovery.’




    ‘I know. I’m not worried. I was, but I’m not any more.’




    ‘You must tell Adam, Jane. You need his support.’




    ‘I don’t think it would be right to go crying to him now. He’s got his own life to get on with.’




    ‘He won’t care about that, you know he won’t. He’ll want to be there for you.’




    The brandy, in the middle of the day, going to her head. She felt light, almost carefree. If Adam had been there, she wondered, what would he have said? What look would he have worn on his face? Pity, mixed with resentment perhaps, as if somehow she had brought it on herself. She was glad he wasn’t there.




    ‘No, Wendy. I can’t tell him. Not yet. I need to go through this on my own.’
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    In the end she didn’t go to the doctor to talk about depression. She didn’t want his questions, his notes in her records. His suggestions that she thought about counselling, went on a course of antidepressants for a while. And anyway, she felt strangely better now, despite the weeks of radiation treatment she was facing. The fact that January was bringing, bit by bit, the longer, lengthening light, and the fact that she had talked about it. These feelings of being underwater. She’d been given that word to look at, to consider. The word that so many of her patients knew so well. The word that Tara had known, lying in her warm, rose-coloured water. She could pick it up, look at it, put it down again.




    She started back at work again. And it was fine, it was okay. It did her good. Seeing familiar faces, getting back into a routine. Catching up with the gossip, with the occupational therapists and physios and psychiatric nurses. Having a role again, a purpose to her day. Jane, the art therapist. And anyway, it was only three days a week. She had arranged to reduce her hours before the lumpectomy, to give herself the best chance of recovery. She could manage financially, at least for a while.




    Tara was there still, coming into the art therapy room every day. But a different Tara to the one before. She was wearing make-up these days, her hair in a shorter, more becoming style. She had exchanged her black clothes for brighter colours. A pink jumper that put a bloom in her cheeks. She had moved on from the obsession with charcoal. She was using paint now. Bright colours. Blue, yellow and red. She painted a blue figure sitting by a window. Yellow light spilled on to her back.




    ‘Do you think the woman might turn around to face the window?’ Jane asked.




    ‘Perhaps.’ Tara gave her a quick, bright smile. She was sitting next to Ken Richards. He gazed down over her shoulder at the painting.




    ‘I like that, Tara. That’s good, that is.’




    Ken was another revolving-door patient. He had been an inmate of the hospital for years, on and off. Long spells of admission broken only by short skirmishes into the world outside that normally set his psychosis spiralling out of control, not able to cope, so that he would do anything – break a shop window, attack a policeman, run down the streets shouting obscene words back at his voices – anything, to have himself sent back again.




    Tara giggled, blushed, turned the radiance of her sudden smile upon him too, her shoulder nudging up against his. They were sitting next to each other, almost on top of each other, in spite of there being plenty of empty seats around the table.




    There’s something between them, Jane thought. Something has happened since I’ve been away. She felt a quick stab of concern for them. As if they were her children. Fledging teenagers stumbling into puppy love, tender-hearted and exposed.




    Five times a week, for six weeks, she went to the oncology department, to lie on a metal bed to be fed radiation to kill off any surviving cancer cells. It didn’t hurt; she’d expected it to. She could have been lying on a solarium bed, for all the discomfort it gave her. How easily we trust when the chips are down, she thought. ‘The perfection of hopelessness,’ Wendy would say. When there is no choice, no option, we let go of caring, surrender easily to hands wearing surgical gloves, to masked faces.




    Sometimes it was the same nurse, sometimes a different one. Usually it was Brenda.




    ‘And how are we feeling today, Jane?’




    The royal ‘We’. As if illness now made her immediately subservient, despite her seniority of years.




    ‘Fine. A little sore, but okay.’




    The scar tissue, where they had taken the lumpectomy, was still red and angry. It would weep a little. Thin yellow tears.




    ‘Just shift a little to the left. Raise your arm. A little higher. Hold it there. Good girl.’




    Sometimes she’d come home feeling more or less fine, but later in the evening a wave of nausea would overwhelm her. She’d hang her head over the toilet bowl, waiting. Sometimes an empty retch would shudder through her body, making her eyes water. But nothing ever came.




    Most of the time, though, she was all right, she was coping. Even beginning to enjoy the small routines of life again. Her time at the hospital, that took her out of herself, that gave her something else to focus on, a comforting feeling of being needed by others. She was eating better now, between the spells of nausea. Would enjoy preparing herself small, careful meals. Enjoy listening to music, reading a book. Enjoy her walks with Josie. Particularly on bright days, dry days, when the sun was out and it was possible to believe, in the light, mild air, that spring was coming, that spring was on its way. They would walk slowly, the two of them. The old dog, who needed to stop and rest every so often, whose back legs would stumble and falter, and the woman who was not old yet, but no longer young, more conscious now of her own mortality.




    The dreams continued. Not every night, not constantly. But now and then, the past slipping through her dreamland like flowing water. Like the dream she had one night of the time her father nearly drowned her.




    He used to take Jane and Paul swimming through the long, hot summer holidays, sometimes as often as two or three times a week. He was an art teacher at the local comprehensive, and so of course shared with them the same long holidays. For much of the time he would be holed up in the summerhouse-studio that he had built for himself at the bottom of the garden. He would spend long hours there, turning photos of beach scenes into paintings that sold in the galleries along the north Norfolk coast to the tourists that flocked in the summer. Jane always felt that her mother slightly mocked these paintings. Maybe not openly to his face, but behind his back to her and Paul. They were too facile, too easy. Not true, perhaps, to his artist’s soul.




    When she thought of her father her head clouded with confusion. She remembered the bulked figure at the French windows, the glint of glass in his hand, the sense of foreboding she always had – Like we had eyes in the back of our heads. She feared him, she didn’t fear him. She hated him, she loved him. She wasn’t sure which.




    But the dream of the past returning made something harden in her, crystallize. As if the feelings deep inside her were swimming up to the surface, taking shape. She feared him; most of all, she feared him.




    Her father loved the sea. Loved painting it, walking by it. Loved swimming in it, too. He was a strong swimmer. Would wade out quickly, well beyond the breakers into the deep, until all she could see of him was the dark bob of his head out in the blue-grey water, the strong striking of his arms. When the sea was too far away, any water would do for a compromise. A lake, a river, a canal. They lived in the Fens, where water was never far away. This was land that had largely been reclaimed from the sea. Jane always had a sense that the sea would return one day and claim it back. She would be playing in the garden, down the lanes, or on those summer holidays walking on the marsh pathways at Cley or Blakeney Point, hear a roaring, a rush of blood flow to her head, and imagine a giant tidal wave rising from far out to sea and moving vengefully towards the land, the wrath of God behind it urging it on. She would stand still wherever this feeling found her, close her eyes tight, and wait for the water to reach her, to surge over her head and suck her down into violent eddies. Moments later she would open her eyes, click her limbs into action again, reason returning. She would tell herself, Don’t be stupid, it’ll never happen, God never works like that.




    There was a stretch on the Ouse they would go to often, where the river was fed by a tributary, near a cool riverbank shaded by willows. Their mother would sometimes come with them, would sit reading on the bank while their father took them in the water. Paul took to swimming like a fish. Right from the beginning, throwing himself off the river-bank, plunging under the water, coming up shaking his head and laughing. He more or less taught himself to swim, hadn’t waited for his father to teach him. That had been characteristic of him, that independence. Never going to his father for anything.




    In the dream that brought back the memory, as clear and vivid as the day it happened, Paul had jumped straight in, swum up the river until he was almost out of sight.




    ‘Come back, Paul. Come back now. That’s far enough!’ Their mother, standing on the bank, waving frantically. Paul’s small head emerging like a seal, his red hair darkened with water, flattened to the sides of his head.




    Jane hated the water. Stood shivering in the shallows, hugging her body with thin, goose-pimpled arms, her lip quivering with tears. Her fear triggered something in her father.




    ‘Put your head under the water. Don’t be so stupid, girl. Go under. There’s nothing to it.’




    The tears spilling. ‘I can’t. I don’t want to.’




    Her father angered by her tears, impatient. She was letting him down, disappointing him. Her father’s hand, weighing hard on her head, pushing her down. The water filling her eyes and her nose, her open screaming mouth. The weight on her head suddenly released. She shot up, as if she had a spring in her, gulping on the air, the high pitch of her wailing slapping suddenly on her ears.




    Shaking the water from her eyes and wailing, she saw that her mother was staring at her, a smile flicking up the corners of her mouth. That couldn’t be real. That couldn’t have happened. That surely must be where the dream had parted with reality.




    She picked over the memory, like a dog picking on a bone. Which parts were real, had really happened, which parts only dreamt? What had her mother done? Moved to comfort her? Or stood there, smiling? She couldn’t remember.




    He had left her alone after that. Perhaps he thought he’d gone too far. She would sit on the bank with her mother, watching her father’s sulky back turned from her in the river. Wait for his head to plunge down under the water. To disappear.




    For weeks afterwards, throughout that long, hot summer, Paul took her to that riverbank. They had a lot of freedom back then, especially if their father was preoccupied, intent on his painting down in his garden studio. They disappeared together for hours on their bikes, cheese sandwiches wrapped in polythene stuffed into the saddlebags.




    Back at the shaded bend in the river Paul coaxed her gently down into the water, holding her hands. They swayed together like slow dancers in the shallows of the river, watched by river birds, shrouded by reeds.




    ‘It’s all right, Jane,’ he said. ‘I won’t let you go.’




    And after days and days of doing this, she gradually let the fear drift from her, allowed Paul to ease her down, down . . . until she opened her eyes to murky greenness and his face close up to hers, creased into blurred and rippled smiles.




    Towards the end of the period of radiotherapy treatment, she dreamt that she was standing on that same riverbank, watching Paul swimming. He was swimming upstream again, striking out confidently. He stopped suddenly, and trod water. Turned to face her, and waved.




    It’s all right, Jane. It’s safe. Come and join me.




    The sun dappled his face with light and shade.




    The water’s warm, Jane. Come and join me.




    She wasn’t afraid now. She wasn’t afraid that he would hold on to her, if she swam out towards him. Wasn’t afraid of being dragged underwater. But before she knew what she would do, she woke up to find the sun was streaming through a gap in the curtains on to her face. It was the end of February now. The worst was definitely over. And she had a feeling in her chest, in her stomach, that she wasn’t used to, that she hadn’t felt for a long time. She lay there beneath the blankets, trying to shape a name to the feeling. A buzz inside her, like a loosening of energy. Like something tightly coiled was stretching and unravelling. She felt alive again, she decided. It was as if she had been dead for a while and now was coming back to life.




    She imagined the flesh under the small scar on her breast, knitting and healing, becoming perfect again.




    I need to tell someone, she was thinking. I need to tell somebody else about Paul.
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    She made the appointment the following day. Found the number in the yellow pages. There were quite a few of them, just in her area, which surprised her. That there should be such a need for them.




    Which should she choose? In the end she’d just picked the one whose name she liked. Mr David Mansfield. He sounded capable, dependable, with a name like that.




    The woman who answered the phone had an engaging voice.




    ‘Next week, Mrs Reynolds? How would Monday suit?’




    She didn’t work Mondays. ‘Monday is fine.’




    ‘Two o’clock in the afternoon? Or would you prefer a morning time?’
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