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  one




  Sean walks the short distance from his car to the front door, his keys in one hand, a wrap of flowers in the other. His steps are measured, but adrenaline is hurtling through

  his arteries. Belle, in her yellow sundress and sling-backs, is standing in the shade of the hall, sunglasses holding back her hair, her arms tanned, a silver bangle on her wrist. Her body makes a

  barrier between him and his home and he knows from the set of her shoulders what she’s going to say. They have been careering towards this moment for weeks.




  ‘Don’t,’ he says, ‘not today, Belle, not on such a beautiful day.’




  ‘I can’t do this any more,’ she says. ‘I can’t keep living like this.’




  The engine of his car is ticking; the smells of hot metal and scorched rubber from the tyres drifting towards him. Sweat chills the hollow between the parallel swells of muscle on his back. He

  licks his lips to draw saliva.




  ‘Please,’ he says, ‘please, Belle . . .’




  ‘I’m sorry, Sean,’ she says, ‘but you have to go.’




  Her eyes drift from his face and down to the left. He follows her gaze and sees the bulging suitcase by the radiator and, beside that, an assortment of bags, his guitar and his CDs stacked

  carelessly in a cardboard box marked Virgin Wines. The paperback that he left face-down beside the spare bed this morning has been jammed into the pocket of his sports bag. Everything that

  obviously belongs to him is piled in the hall.




  ‘You can come back and collect the rest when you’re ready,’ she says.




  The hand holding the flowers drops to his side. The cellophane crackles and two petals fall at his feet. Sean slips the keys into his pocket.




  ‘Belle,’ he says, raising his free hand, pleading. He touches her gently on her bare arm. Her skin is sun-warm. She takes a small step backwards and his hand falls away. She rubs the

  place between her elbow and her shoulder where his fingers touched her, and she frowns and shakes her head.




  ‘I’m worn out,’ she says. ‘Please, Sean, no more talking. Just go.’




  He passes her the flowers. She sets them down on the telephone shelf without looking at them. They are roses the colour of milk.




  ‘I need to see Amy.’




  ‘She’s in bed.’




  ‘I have to say goodbye.’




  ‘It’ll just make it harder for you, Sean. Don’t.’




  But Belle steps aside. Sean passes her. He runs up the stairs, oblivious to the polished mahogany banisters, the cream carpet, Belle’s beautiful, framed photographs of urban sunsets, and

  he goes into Amy’s room. He leans against the wall with his head tipped back and presses his fists against his temples, trying to calm his heart.




  The blue curtains patterned with stars and moons keep out most of the light and the room is warm, scented by talcum powder, wax crayons and sherbet. Sean bats the butterfly mobile that hangs

  from the ceiling. The paper insects bob and weave.




  ‘Christ,’ he says under his breath. ‘Oh Jesus Christ!’




  ‘Daddy?’




  Amy is spread out like a starfish on top of her bedcovers. She’s wearing a pale green nightie. Her hair is stuck to her forehead and Sean can just make out a red mark on the bridge of her

  nose where she has been rubbing it with her finger. He tries to make his face normal.




  ‘I just came to say night night.’




  Amy yawns, a little cat yawn. She smiles up at him sleepily.




  ‘Can we have a puppy, Daddy?’




  ‘Mmm,’ he says, ‘one day.’




  ‘I’d prefer a girl puppy. I think we should call her Polly.’




  Sean tries to reply but his mouth is dry as sand.




  ‘I’ll look after her,’ says Amy. ‘She can sleep in a basket under my bed.’




  He closes his eyes. He feels the weight of himself against the wall.




  ‘Then when I wake up in the night, I can put my hand down and she’ll be there.’




  Amy drops one arm over the side of the bed to demonstrate.




  Sean rubs his mouth with the flat of his hand. Thoughts are chasing through his mind. There must be a way out of this. There has to be another way. He has to think straight.




  ‘Ooh!’ Amy laughs and pulls her hand back up. ‘She licked my fingers!’




  Belle is at the door.




  ‘That’s enough, Amy,’ she says, smoothly, coolly. ‘Settle down now. Daddy’s busy. He has things to do.’




  ‘Belle . . .’




  ‘It’s just prevarication, Sean. Go now. You can see Amy at the weekend. You can take her out on Saturday.’




  ‘Belle . . .’




  ‘It’s for the best,’ she says.




  ‘Best for whom?’ he whispers. ‘A broken home is best for whom, exactly?’




  ‘Don’t let’s fight any more,’ she replies in a calm, reasonable voice, the voice of an executioner. ‘Don’t let’s make it any worse than it already

  is.’




  She follows him down the stairs. He is waiting for something to happen, something that will change the situation, put things back on track. He counts the stairs and at the

  bottom he sees that she has moved the suitcase and the bags from the hall out onto the drive. The roses are in the waste-paper basket, their stalks, bound by an elastic band, sticking up as

  uncompromisingly as the legs of a dead animal.




  He turns; she shakes her head slightly.




  ‘Belle!’




  He takes her hands in his, her limp and cool, lifeless hands, and he holds them up to his chest. ‘Belle, please!’ he says. ‘Please don’t throw away everything we have,

  just think about—’




  ‘There’s no point,’ she says, pulling away her hands. ‘We’ve been through this a million times.’




  ‘But you don’t listen . . .’




  ‘Because you say the same things every time.’




  ‘That bastard has poisoned your mind, he—’




  ‘This has nothing to do with Lewis . . .’




  ‘Oh come on! We were fine until you started—’




  ‘Shut up!’ she cries. ‘Stop it! I’ve had enough!’




  ‘Mummy . . .’




  They both look up. Amy is standing on the half-landing where the stairs bend. She is holding on to the banister with one hand. Her hair is messy and her eyes are large and worried.




  ‘It’s all right, darling,’ says Belle, changing the texture of her voice and its cadence in a heartbeat. ‘We’re not fighting, we’re just . . .’




  Sean’s heart is beating so violently that he is afraid he will not be able to conceal his emotion from Amy. He doesn’t want to frighten his daughter, so he turns and steps through

  the door. Belle immediately closes it, pushes it shut. He imagines her leaning against it on the other side, holding her breath. She will calm herself, he thinks, and then she’ll take Amy

  back to bed and settle her. Then she’ll fill a glass with wine and she’ll take it out into the garden and sit on the swing-seat in the shade of the walnut tree, and she’ll put her

  head back and close her eyes, breathing a sigh of relief into the blue sky. She will listen to the birdsong and clear her mind. Later, she’ll telephone the Other to tell him the good news.

  Maybe she’ll summon him over. Or maybe she’d prefer to spend her first night without Sean on her own. It would give her time to change the sheets.




  Right now, Sean would like to hurt her. He’d like to hurt Belle like she’s hurt him.




  No, he doesn’t want to hurt her; he wants to convince her of his love. He wants to love her.




  He doesn’t know what he wants.




  He wants everything to be how it was four weeks ago, before she told him about the affair.




  He wonders if this is really the end of their marriage. It can’t be. That would be inconceivable.




  He turns back to the door. He has to talk to Belle, he has to make her realize; she doesn’t know how much he loves her, he hasn’t convinced her, and he will do anything for

  this not to be the end. He’s even proposed to let Belle see the Other if she wants to. Sean is prepared to wait for her; he is strong enough to put the thought of the two of them, together,

  from his mind for the sake of his family. She has been infected by her new lover, but sooner or later the venom will pass through her system and she’ll be herself again and she will come back

  to him.




  Sean raises his fists to beat on the door, and then he hears a polite cough to his left and turns and sees their neighbour, Mrs Lock. She is attending to her dahlias, and is poised, watching,

  secateurs in one gloved hand. She gives the slightest shake of her head.




  She knows. She’s heard the arguments. It is possible that, while Sean has been at work, Belle has gone into Mrs Lock’s kitchen and confided her troubles to the older woman, asked her

  advice over a pot of tea and biscuits.




  ‘I should give her a couple of days,’ says Mrs Lock in a kindly voice. She smiles, all grey hair and gentle, sorrowful eyes.




  Sean drops his arms. He nods.




  He loads his things into the car. But they won’t all fit so he leaves two bags at the end of the drive, beside the bins. Let the dustmen take them. What does it matter to

  him?




  He wipes his face with his sleeve, gets into the car and starts the engine. He looks back at the house through the mirror, but the door doesn’t open. Belle does not come out to call him

  back.




  He drives to the end of the road and then he sits there, in his car, his shirt sleeves rolled up to the elbows, his forearm resting on the edge of the open window, vacillating between tipping

  the indicator switch up and tipping it down because he cannot decide whether to turn left or right.




  Sean’s face is wet with tears.




  Left or right?




  It doesn’t matter.




  Either way, everything he loves will still be behind him.




  

     

  




  two




  Fen is up early, unloading the washing machine. She rests the basket of damp laundry on her hip while she looks out through the narrow window of the galley kitchen into the

  long, thin back garden, to the alleyway beyond, and on down the hill, just in case. Her heart is clenching. But nothing has changed. Nobody is out there; there are no unexplained shadows, no

  trampled plants and no cigarette smoke winding into the sky. Everything looks just as it did yesterday, except there’s maybe the slightest hint of green-turning-to-gold in the leaves of the

  trees.




  Tomas has not come back. Not yet.




  She unlocks the door and climbs down the steps that drop into the garden. She puts the basket on the grass, removes the strut to drop the line that stretches from the house to the gate, and

  shakes out the first pillowcase. The long grass is cold and damp beneath her bare feet. It brushes her knees, the moisture soaking into the fabric of her jeans. In the sky, seagulls wheel and caw.

  The sun is already casting shadows through the leaves of the big copper beech tree at the corner of the overgrown alley that separates the gardens on this side of the road from the gardens of the

  mirroring terrace. Fen holds a peg in her mouth while she struggles to arrange a duvet cover on the line. Next door’s little black dog is turning circles on her neighbour’s closely

  shaven lawn, looking for the perfect place to pee. Fen catches sight of its owner, Mr Tucker, watching the dog through his kitchen window. He smiles at Fen, and waves. She smiles, waves back. She

  tucks her hair behind her ear and smoothes the linen on the line.




  If the neighbours knew the truth about her, they would not be so kind.




  The grass in her garden, unmown again this year, has turned from lawn to meadow. Feathery heads pepper her jeans with seeds. She likes the straggly buttercups and the poppies,

  but not the nettles that clump beside the wire fence, nor the ivy that creeps along the wall, fingering at the window frames. A long-limbed, woody shrub with shaggy, purple flowers has seeded

  everywhere; it attracts butterflies and birds but is untidy. Pink-flowering weeds are growing out of cracks in the paving stones and even the stonework of the house.




  Fen’s garden is not the worst. A little further down the hill an ancient Ford Escort is patiently rusting on a frame of bricks, its wheels long since gone; the Evans’ garden is a

  shambles of masonry, broken kitchen units and an old settee; and right at the bottom is the frail old widower’s garden, a jungle of sun-worn plastic ornaments, gnomes, signs and

  windmills.




  One day, Fen thinks, she will make a real effort. She will get to grips with the garden, or at least clear a patch where she can lie out in the evenings, read a book and enjoy the views and the

  sun. Connor would enjoy the project and the neighbours would lend a hand. They are always offering to help, but Fen doesn’t like to take anything from them, partly because she is used to

  managing on her own and partly because there is so little she can do to reciprocate.




  Fen picks up the empty basket and goes back towards the house. She pauses at the top of the steps and glances out over her overgrown garden. The bed linen wafts lazily in the

  early September sunshine and a grey squirrel hangs upside down, gorging itself on the bird-feeder. There’s still no sign of Tomas. That doesn’t mean he is not out there, somewhere in

  the city, looking for her.




  Fen goes back into the kitchen and she locks and bolts the door behind her. When Tomas does come back, she does not want to be surprised. She wants him to have to knock. She knows what

  Tomas is like, and she doesn’t want him creeping up behind her, putting his hands over her eyes and holding her tightly.




  He wouldn’t mean to frighten her but these days she’s less robust than she used to be; she scares easily and Tomas always used to go a little too far. He never knew when to stop. He

  did not have the instinct for self-preservation that prevents most people from doing dangerous things. He thought he was invulnerable. He thought they all were and, because he believed it, it was

  as if it were true. When you were with Tom you felt as if you could do, or be, anything and that nothing could hurt you. It was one of the beautiful things about him.




  Sometimes, when Fen thinks about what happened to Joe that night, the night that Tom went away, she tries to present the facts in a different way. She does everything she can to convince herself

  that Tom was the one who was responsible. But it’s a lie. She, Fen, is to blame.




  Her guilt is wrapped around her like a cloak she can’t shake off. She’s been wearing it for so long now that she cannot imagine herself without the weight of it, or the shame of

  it.




  Every day of her life, Fen wishes Tomas would come back to her. He is the only person she could talk to, the only one who would understand how she feels, because he is the only one who knows the

  truth. Perhaps, together, they could find a way to live with their past and to reconcile themselves to what happened to Joe Rees. Perhaps things would be better for both of them.




  Fen squeezes her eyes shut; she squeezes out her memories. Then she opens her eyes and looks about her, pulling herself back into the present. The kitchen is very small and the

  units are tired and old-fashioned, but it’s clean and bright and cheerful, especially when the sun shines through the window. The splashy artwork Connor brings home from school is Sellotaped

  to every available vertical surface; a photograph of him laughing so hard that he is falling off his chair is stuck to the fridge by a magnet; his new school bag sits on the counter.




  Fen opens the bag and extracts Connor’s lunch box, takes out the previous day’s yoghurt-smeared detritus and rinses the blue plastic under the cold tap. It smells of banana.




  She feels safe in Bath, she likes living in Lilyvale. It’s a small house, but it has a gentle, protective feel to it. She lived here for two months before Connor was born, and since

  then the two of them have been here for five winters and five summers, and in all that time their lives have been quiet. Nothing terrible has happened. Nobody has said an unkind word to Fen; people

  don’t stare at her in the street or put their heads together to whisper about her and her family when she passes by. There is no speculation, no accusation, no finger-pointing and nobody she

  has to avoid. She has no history in the city beyond the first of the winters. Only Lina knew her before she came to Bath, and Lina doesn’t know everything; and what she does know, she keeps

  to herself.




  Fen dries her hands on the towel folded over the radiator, fills the kettle and switches it on. She checks the clock. It’s still early.




  On the kitchen table is a postcard she’s going to put up in the window of the off-licence at the top of the hill. She has written in purple felt pen:




  

    ROOM TO LET IN FAMILY HOME,




    

      Crofters Road, Fairfield Park.




      Would Suit Single Professional.


    




    

      References required.


    


  




  That sounds about right, thinks Fen, and she props the card up beside the cereal packet.




  She checks the garden one last time, but it is still empty, and then she makes her tea and goes upstairs to wake her son.




  

     

  




  three




  He wakes before six, not because he has had enough sleep but because his bloodstream is pumping liquid anxiety. Sean’s breath is quick and shallow, and his nerves are on

  edge. He licks the inside of his mouth. His heart is a fierce hammer inside him; the sheet beneath his aching back is clammy with sweat. It takes him a few seconds to remember what is wrong, and

  when he remembers, he wishes he had not.




  Everything is wrong.




  Sean rolls onto his side and opens his eyes.




  It is very dark in the room because of the blackout curtains. Sean is in a hotel bedroom, not a proper hotel, but a soulless, unstaffed place at the arse end of the motorway services.




  He has been drifting. He has been staying in anonymous bedrooms in cheap hotels. Sometimes he sleeps in his car. He derives a masochistic pleasure from the loneliness of his existence. By

  punishing himself, he punishes Belle. It is perverse, of course, because she does not know that he finds himself in these miserable rooms, writing letters of increasing desperation that he has the

  sense not to send, drinking to the bottom of the bottle just to stop himself thinking about the Other and what he is saying to her, how he is touching her, what he is learning about her, how he is

  knowing things that only Sean was supposed to know.




  Sean yawns. He sighs and gets out of bed. Then he takes a shower to wash away these dirty thoughts.




  When he comes out of the bathroom with a white towel fastened around his waist, he draws the curtains, and in the concrete-grey daylight the room is as grubby and shabby as he had known it would

  be. There is a crack in the mirror, the upholstery on the chair is frayed and stained, and the television screen is dusty and marked with fingerprints. His clothes are piled untidily on the chair.

  At least he didn’t drop them on the carpet, which he knows from experience will smell of feet and commercial fabric freshener. There is an empty vodka bottle upturned in the waste-paper

  basket and several scrunched-up beer cans are scattered around.




  Sean rubs his hair with the towel and then tosses it into the bathroom. He feels as if his entire self is one long, sore wound. His self-pity is humiliating but Sean has never been good at

  managing emotion. This was one of many personality traits that Belle cited as offensive. She said that any other man would have realized she was unhappy and would have done something about it, or

  at least discussed her feelings with her. He did not even notice that things weren’t right.




  She blames him for her affair. Perhaps she has a point.




  On some rational level, Sean knows that Belle is not wholly to blame for their situation. He did not notice her unhappiness and so she fell in love with a different man. There is no crime in

  falling in love. Falling is not a deliberate action when you have been pushed to the precipice, as Belle apparently was, by the fact that she felt entirely unappreciated by Sean and was convinced

  of his ambivalence towards her. She has told Sean a thousand times that she never meant to hurt him, and he believes she is telling the truth.




  Still he is hurt. He believes his love for Belle is so deep and intrinsic that he doesn’t know how he can survive without her. She is everything to him. She is his reason for

  living. Whatever she thought, the truth is that he never took her for granted, not for one moment, ever.




  Before, when he woke each morning, he would feel her presence beside him, her hand perhaps on the pillow beside his cheek, her hair, her sleep-soured breath, her precious little snores and

  sighs, and he would say a silent prayer of gratitude. When he went to sleep she was there, next to him; he could inhale the smell of her, see the way her hair tapered into silky down at the base of

  her neck; he could warm himself beside her lovely body, bask in the scent of the cream she used on her face. And he was amazed at his good fortune; he was astonished that a woman as wonderful as

  Belle could be married to a man like him. He imagined their future. He imagined more children, and although he loved the thought of these children, already, even before they were conceived, he

  looked forward to the time when they left home, and he could have Belle to himself. He thought they would travel. He imagined them, husband and wife, side by side on the deck of a ship, seeing a

  new continent take shape on the horizon in the sunrise, and he imagined how it would feel to share that experience with somebody to whom he felt so deeply connected. He imagined beaches, volcanoes,

  cities, seas, exotic hotels and savannah lodges, hired cars, tents, motels. The same life seen through two pairs of eyes, lovers, always, Belle and Sean, the perfect couple, the meant-to-be

  soulmates.




  The trouble was that he didn’t tell her how he felt.




  He didn’t think he needed to tell her.




  He thought, because they were married, because every aspect of their life was so intimate, because they were forever united emotionally and genetically by the incredible child they had created

  together, that he didn’t need to tell her that he loved her. He thought that fact was spelled out in every word he said to her, every action, every glance, every kiss and kindness. Everything

  he did was for Belle. Every mile he drove, every weekend he worked, every shitty, cold, thankless job he surveyed, every penny he earned, all of it was for his wife. She knew he was not good at

  articulating his feelings but wasn’t it obvious that he loved her?




  She said it was not.




  She said she didn’t tell him how unhappy she was because he didn’t ask.




  He didn’t know it was something he was supposed to ask. He was happy and it never crossed his mind that Belle might not be. He didn’t know what to do then and he doesn’t know

  what to do now.




  He knows one thing.




  He cannot go on like this.




  He needs to sort himself out.




  One step at a time, he thinks, like an alcoholic. First things first.




  He needs to escape these hotels. That’s the first thing he needs to do.




  

     

  




  four




  Lina tells Fen that she has given her telephone number to one of her colleagues. She says he’s a decent man who has had some kind of ‘major domestic’. Lina

  says she expects it will sort itself out in time, but, for now, Sean needs somewhere to stay.




  Lina has known Sean for years. She says he’s OK.




  So when Sean calls to ask about the room, Fen invites him round.




  ‘Hi,’ he says, shaking raindrops from his hair. ‘I’m Sean.’




  He holds out his hand. Fen takes it. His fingers are red and cold but his handshake is firm. It is the first time she has touched a man deliberately in years and the feeling of his skin is

  strange. She lets go first and wipes her hand on the thigh of her jeans.




  ‘Come in,’ she says, moving aside. He wipes his feet on the doormat then steps through the porch.




  ‘You’re the one who . . .’ she begins.




  ‘Works with Lina, yes. She said you were looking for a lodger.’




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘I guess you would have preferred a woman but . . .’




  ‘Well, it’s OK,’ says Fen. ‘Lina knows you. This house actually belongs to her and Freddie. I’m their tenant. And she knows you’re not . . .’




  ‘What? A murderer? A drug dealer?’




  He’s smiling, although that’s not funny. Fen can tell he’s enervated. He’s trying to act normally but he looks exhausted. She tries to rearrange her face into a polite

  smile, and tugs at the sleeves of her jumper.




  ‘I didn’t want a complete stranger.’




  ‘Well, no,’ says Sean, ‘of course you didn’t.’




  ‘Would you like to see the room?’




  ‘Please.’




  She motions him to go upstairs. It feels odd to have a man in the house. He takes up space that is usually empty. Fen climbs the stairs behind him in a wake of cool, outside air and an

  unfamiliar, masculine smell; she is aware of an energy that is, in some small way or other, disturbing. His masculinity corrupts the balance of the house.




  His jeans are loose about the waist and legs; his brown hair, which is slightly greasy and needs cutting, curls about the collar of a worn old jacket dotted with dark spots where the rain has

  stained the leather. He pauses on the landing. He is unsure of the etiquette of the situation, as is she, and this, she finds, is comforting.




  ‘It’s the door to your left,’ she says.




  He goes in.




  It was a rather shabby room to start with, but now, with Lina’s help, it is brighter. The window looks out over the back gardens and the alley, down the hill, over the city and beyond it

  to the opposite hills, so that in daytime the view is gloriously long-reaching and it’s possible to track the progress of the sun, the cloud-shadows and the trains on the railway line way,

  way below. At night, the city of Bath twinkles and sparkles and shimmers like a girl dressed up for a ball. Fen has made new curtains, and she and Lina have painted over the woodchip on the walls.

  A fringed rug the colour of rubies, which Fen found in the Oxfam shop, hides the worst of the carpet; the old bed has been rejuvenated by new bedding; there are two lamps, both lit and casting

  egg-shaped pools of yellow light; a small, old-fashioned television is perched on a wall bracket.




  ‘It’s nice,’ Sean says politely but Fen suspects, from the self-consciously emphasized affirmative, that it is less than he is used to.




  ‘Have a look round,’ she says. ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’




  She trots back downstairs in her socks and goes into the kitchen, where she peers at her face in the mirror by the door. She pulls open a drawer and rummages for a comb, but there isn’t

  one, just balled string, sticking plasters, odd screws and bolts, an ancient jar of Vick’s Vapour Rub, broken pens and stray pieces of Lego and Playmobil. She fills the kettle, switches it on

  and looks in the mirror again. Her face is a small, pale knot of anxiety. Her hair is lank. It has not been professionally cut for several years. Fen combs it with her fingers.




  She can’t remember the last time she wore make-up.




  She has run out of tea bags, so she makes instant coffee in her two best mugs. They don’t match. Sean does not look like the kind of man who would be bothered by uncoordinated crockery,

  but still, she wishes she could do better. She hears his footsteps in the bathroom above; there is the unmistakable, loud splashing of a man peeing and then the toilet flushes. She blushes at the

  intimacy.




  She searches the cupboards for something to serve with the coffee, but there are no biscuits, no anything.




  She times it so that she is coming out of the kitchen with the tin tray as he reaches the bottom of the stairs. He follows her into the living room.




  ‘The room’s great. Just what I need,’ he says, taking the mug from her and sitting down on the settee, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. His face is tired, and the

  whites of his eyes are bloodshot. He blows across the surface of the coffee.




  ‘I don’t know how much Lina told you about me,’ he says, ‘only I have a daughter; she’s six. I look after her most weekends. Would it . . .’




  ‘No problem,’ says Fen. ‘I have a child too. Connor. He’s coming up to five.’




  She pauses. Oh, she might as well have it over with now. ‘He has mild cerebral palsy,’ she says, ‘but you’d hardly know. He sleeps through the night. He’s no

  bother.’




  ‘Oh! Right. Fine, of course. And is he . . .’




  ‘It was a difficult birth. It’s not a big deal. He just has a little trouble with his right arm and leg.’




  ‘Right.’




  ‘And it can be hard to understand what he’s saying. He backs up his words with signs, sometimes.’




  ‘He sounds like a resourceful lad.’




  ‘Yes.’




  There is a silence. They sip their coffee.




  ‘I could get a little bed, if you want,’ says Fen, ‘to go in the room. For your daughter.’




  ‘No, no, I don’t want to put you to any trouble.’




  Fen tries to remember if it was always this hard to talk to somebody she didn’t know, and she thinks that it wasn’t. At one time she used to find other people easy. She had a nice

  way about her, that’s what people said. Conversation was intuitive; she didn’t even have to try. And now look at her. She shifts a little in her seat.




  ‘How long do you think you’ll want the room?’ she asks.




  ‘Not long, I hope,’ he says, and then he coughs and adds, ‘Sorry, that sounded rude. It’s a great room, but things will soon be sorted out and I’ll be back at

  home.’




  She nods.




  ‘Did you want me to commit to three months or something?’




  Fen shakes her head. ‘No, it’s fine, you can decide week by week, if you like. That suits me too.’




  She feels she should explain. ‘It’s my brother Tomas’s room,’ she says. ‘Well, it’s earmarked for him when he comes back. Only I don’t know when

  that’ll be.’




  ‘Is he travelling?’ Sean asks, curious, but reluctant to probe too far.




  ‘Sort of. He’s been gone a while.’




  ‘Once you get the bug, it can be hard to shake it off,’ says Sean.




  ‘Yes.’




  There is another silence.




  Fen watches a daddy-long-legs quivering hopelessly against the wall. Sean follows her eye, stands up, cups the insect in his hand and slots it through the open fanlight.




  ‘Thank you,’ says Fen. ‘I don’t like those.’




  ‘My wife is the same,’ says Sean. ‘She says they’re purposeless. She worries they’ll get tangled in her hair and their legs will come off.’




  ‘Me too.’




  ‘Well,’ he says, ‘I’m good with insects. Is there anything else you’d like to know about me?’




  ‘What do you do?’ she asks. ‘At work?’




  ‘I’m a surveyor.’




  ‘What do you survey?’




  ‘Old buildings, ancient monuments, bridges. Structures in need of restoration.’




  ‘Do you restore them?’




  ‘Not personally. But I work with the architects and the engineers and the craftsmen.’




  ‘Have you ever surveyed a building you couldn’t save?’




  ‘There’s always a way. Even if you have to take the whole thing down and start again.’




  Fen nods.




  She can think of nothing else to ask.




  He lifts the mug to his lips, tips back his head and drinks, his Adam’s apple moving up and down. She watches his jaw, the darker colour of his throat; he hasn’t shaved for a day or

  two. He catches her glance and she looks away. He puts the mug back down on the tray. He is graceful in his movements, comfortable in his skin.




  ‘Would you mind if I bring some of my stuff in now?’ he asks.




  ‘No, that’s fine,’ says Fen. ‘Move in whenever you want.’




  Later, as Fen walks around the corner store with Connor, picking items from the shelves, she imagines what it will be like to buy enough food for three. She looks at a pack of

  minced beef steak, too much meat for her and Connor, and thinks of what she could do with it: lasagne or cottage pie, Bolognese sauce, chilli, burgers, meatballs. She plans a week’s worth of

  recipes in her head. She tells Connor about their new lodger, and Connor is pleased. He has reached an age when he wants to learn more about men and their world. Now there will be somebody in the

  house who knows the names of cars and, better still, knows more than a little about the heavy machinery that Connor adores: bulldozers, piledrivers, cement mixers and cranes.




  Connor sits in his buggy to go back down the hill. His legs are tired. Fen pauses at the crest because she catches sight of somebody moving in the front garden of Lilyvale and her heart pounds,

  but it’s only the papergirl, a big yellow sack on her shoulder. The girl closes the gate behind her, picks up the bike that she had propped against the wall, and carries on down the hill.




  

     

  




  five




  The Gildas Bookshop, in Quiet Street, is a poky little shop which mainly sells new and second-hand history and culture books, subsidized by a lucrative sideline in novels in a

  variety of Eastern European languages. Maps of the city are pinned to the spare places on the walls, greeting cards and postcards are stacked in racks. The shop’s floors, ceilings, walls and

  windows slope, slant, dip and buckle. Everything is covered in a fine layer of white dust, the carpet is threadbare and faded, and countless spiders are enjoying life in undisturbed corners. Fen

  makes coffee in the tiny kitchenette, its window greened by climbing plants in the little courtyard behind, its creaky, lumpy old ceiling dusty with cobwebs. She stirs milk into Vincent’s

  favourite mug, the one with the reproduction of the Penguin Classics Pursuit of Love cover. Vincent always says he doesn’t care which mug his coffee comes in, but his eyes light up

  when she passes this one to him as he sits at his desk in its cubbyhole at the back of the shop, indulging in his favourite chore. He is rummaging through a box of old books which he has just

  bought from an apologetic, tired-eyed woman whose mother-in-law has moved into an old people’s care home.




  ‘You’re an angel. Thank you,’ says Vincent. He is old, whiskery, thin, too tall for the ceilings of his little shop, too elbowed, too jointed. What is left of his grey hair is

  combed over his head. He has a handsome nose and the confidence of the attractive young man he used to be. Photographs of the young Vincent leaning languidly and in a pseudo-aristocratic manner in

  the foreground of one exotic venue or another often turn up tucked into catalogues or at the bottom of drawers. Fen has seen him in front of the Taj Mahal, posing beside a lake at Band-e Amir, on

  the edge of Tiananmen Square and, in Arab clothing, sitting on a camel beside a palm-fringed water hole in the Egyptian desert. He used to write travel books at a time when travel beyond

  English-speaking countries was still the preserve of the wealthy, a small number of backpackers and sociologists. His books were very popular in their day, and first editions are highly collectible

  now. They are two of a kind, Vincent and Fen; their worlds have both closed in, although the passage of time and a wife he adores are what have tempered Vincent’s ways, while Fen has been

  conditioned by life and by what it has done to her.




  She returns to the counter by the window, and tidies the leaflets. Outside, crowds of people pass by. It’s easy to pick out the workers on their coffee breaks: they skip on and off the

  pavement, check their watches, weave through the crowds. Little groups of tourists draw together like iron filings to a magnet, slowing down the locals, huddling over their books or listening to

  their leaders: Japanese, German and American guides identifiable by the coloured umbrellas they hold above their heads like flags.




  ‘Is there anything interesting in that box?’ Fen asks Vincent.




  ‘Ever read The Moon’s a Balloon? Very amusing, as I recall.’




  ‘I remember my stepmother reading that,’ says Fen.




  Vincent picks up a book in a green paper dust-sleeve with the title in white and the author’s name below, in yellow. He turns the book over in his hands.




  ‘Was she a book-lover?’ he asks, peering over the top of his lenses.




  ‘She used to read a lot. That was one of her favourites. I think she used to wish my father was more like David Niven,’ says Fen.




  ‘She wouldn’t have been the only woman to feel like that. Not about your father, I mean . . .’




  ‘No.’ Fen smiles. A memory of her father, tall and imposing in his headmaster’s robes, striding through the grounds of Merron College, flashes into her mind. She pushes it

  away. ‘What have you got there?’ she asks.




  ‘Rachel Carson. Silent Spring.’




  He opens the book to check the title plate.




  ‘This one might be worth a bob or two.’




  ‘Shall I have a look on the internet?’




  ‘I’ll do it,’ says Vincent with uncharacteristic eagerness. He doesn’t like using the computer, as a rule.




  ‘If this is worth what I think it’s worth, I’ll take you out for lunch,’ he says.




  ‘Sorry, Vincent, I have errands to run.’




  ‘People to do, things to see . . .’




  ‘Post office, bank, chemist, supermarket.’




  ‘As your employer, shouldn’t I take priority?’




  ‘You just can’t get the staff these days, Vincent.’




  ‘Indeed,’ he says, switching on the computer and wincing as it trills its welcoming five notes.




  ‘So what did you do this weekend?’ he asks, rubbing his hands, his face illuminated blue from the computer screen. The computer is elderly and inefficient. It takes a long time to

  boot up.




  ‘Shopping, cleaning. The usual.’




  ‘How long have you been in Bath now?’




  ‘Five years or so.’




  ‘Hmmm.’




  ‘Vincent, I’m all right.’




  ‘I know you’re all right.’




  ‘You don’t have to worry about me. I’m perfectly happy.’




  Vincent takes off his glasses and rubs the sides of his nose, where they have pinched.




  ‘Five years of being on your own,’ he says, ‘it’s such a waste.’




  ‘I have Connor. I have Lina and you and my lodger has moved in now. I’m hardly lonely.’




  ‘Are children and friends enough? Don’t you want to be with someone? Properly?’




  Fen looks up at him coyly. ‘But Vincent, you’re already spoken for.’




  Vincent shakes his head and smiles.




  ‘Whatever it is that’s caused this drought, it’s time to put it behind you,’ he says. ‘You’re only young once, Fen. You only have one bite of the cherry. Five

  years is long enough.’




  Fen nods as if she agrees, but she thinks: How would you know?




  For the rest of the morning he is tied up with either the computer or the telephone. He is generating a buzz of interest in the Rachel Carson. Although he speaks quietly, for

  any talk of money embarrasses Vincent, there is excitement in his voice.




  Meanwhile, a steady stream of customers comes through the door, tinging the bell which is linked to a sensory pad beneath the hessian doormat. Fen feels very calm in the shop, because of the

  clear view of the pavement outside. The level of the shop floor is lower than the level of the pavement, so people have to bend down to look beyond the window displays and past the posters; they

  put their hands above their eyes to shade them from the glare, and screw up their faces and peer in. People always look through the windows before they commit to entering the Gildas Bookshop. It

  would be impossible to be surprised, which is how Fen likes it to be.




  If Tomas finds this place, if he looks through the window, she will see him before he sees her.




  Fen can sometimes go for days without anything reminding her of what happened before Tomas left. She can go for days without thinking about Joe. But sometimes . . .




  Sometimes she’ll see a boy in the street, a young man with shaved hair and long legs in over-washed jeans, or she’ll hear a certain snatch of music, James or Elvis Presley, and the

  memories will come back to her. On occasions, the past is more substantial to Fen – more real – than the present. She remembers the way Tomas used to sit with his bony knees apart,

  she’ll think of the weight of his hand on her arm, his cheek on her shoulder, his eyelashes, the way he always offered her a bite of his hot dog, or a drink from his can, or a drag of his

  cigarette or whatever he had. The ways Tomas, impossibly, tried to look after her.




  And always when Fen thinks of Tomas, she thinks of Joe standing just behind him, or beside him, watching.




  Sometimes all it takes is a small change in temperature, stepping from shadow into sunlight, and Fen will look around her, certain that Tomas is close.




  She waits and hopes . . .




  She hopes her brother has been wrested from his addictions and is drifting through some other continent, picking fruit, perhaps, or working barefoot in a beach bar. She imagines him in baggy

  swimming shorts, loose about his hips, and a shell necklace, maybe with long hair now, and a little beard, surfer piercings in his ear and eyebrow, tattoos on his arms. She hopes he has some good

  friends. Sometimes, if she’s in a nostalgic, self-pitying, sentimental frame of mind, she sits on the top step, outside the kitchen door, staring at the sky and wondering which constellations

  he sees at night.




  Mostly, Fen hopes only that Tomas is well and happy. She wishes he would come back. She wishes he would find her. Until he does, all she will have are her memories and her nightmares. She has

  had enough of those.




  Sometimes she can hardly wait for the day when he returns. She can’t wait to put things right.




  And sometimes she has to fight to make herself believe that day will ever come.




  

     

  




  six




  There is a man in the drive sweeping up the first fallen leaves of the autumn when Sean arrives to visit Amy, and for a moment he thinks it is the Other. Anger rises up in him

  and he has a fantasy of swinging the car round and hitting the man. He would catch him hard on the thigh, throw him into the air, break both legs maybe. He imagines the Other sliding cartoon-like

  down Sean’s windscreen, the glass shattered, the frame dented, and the Other’s hands leaving bloody trails as he slipped into a crumpled heap on the ground. But the man looks up, and

  it’s not even a man, just an amiable boy, one of the three who live over the road – Chris, he’s called, or Nick, or Mark – with his woolly hat pulled down over his ears and

  his jeans sitting low on his hips. The boy holds up a hand in greeting and Sean salutes back, trying to keep the humiliation from showing in his eyes.




  Belle opens the door and a breath of warm, scented air drifts over Sean’s face.




  ‘Come in,’ she says, like it’s not his home, not his house, like his wages aren’t paying the mortgage. Her words are wounding, so is the cheerful tone of her voice;

  everything about her makes him feel crushed and also angry. Doesn’t she realize how diminished he feels, being invited into his home like a stranger? Why hasn’t Belle, blessed as she is

  with so much sensitivity and empathy, got a clue as to what’s going on in his head?




  He cannot bring himself to thank her. Already his heart is thumping and his mouth is dry. He steps over the threshold and follows the sound of CBeebies into the living room, where Amy is lying

  on the smaller of the two cream leather sofas, propped up with cushions and pillows and almost covered by her duvet. Her eyes are half closed and there is a bright red circle in the middle of each

  cheek.




  ‘Hello, sweetpea. Are you in the wars?’ he asks, and she nods solemnly.




  ‘I have a chest infection,’ she says, and she coughs with such polite theatricality that Sean has to turn his head to hide the smile. He catches Belle’s eye and they share a

  moment of parental harmony, and he thinks: This is stupid, this is Belle and me, we are man and wife, we are a pair, we are as one.




  ‘Cup of tea?’ asks Belle, turning towards the kitchen.




  ‘Please,’ he says and goes over to his daughter.




  Her eyes are runny and the lower part of her nose is sore and red, glistening with mucus.




  ‘You poor little bugger,’ says Sean, sitting down by Amy’s feet. He tweaks her toes. She sniffs and manages a brave little smile.




  ‘Are you staying for tea, Daddy?’




  ‘I don’t think so. But I’ll stay for a bit.’




  ‘Have you got somewhere else to live now?’




  ‘Yes. In Bath. You can come and stay.’




  ‘Has it got a garden?’




  ‘Yep. And there’s an alley at the back where all the children play. And there’s a boy who lives there, called Connor. He’s a bit younger than you.’




  ‘Oh.’




  She looks disappointed.




  ‘I would have actually preferred a girl,’ she says. ‘An older girl. Or a dog. But it doesn’t matter.’




  ‘Connor’s nice,’ says Sean with ersatz cheer. ‘The house is all right too. You’ll like it.’




  ‘Does this mean,’ whispers Amy, so that her mother can’t hear, ‘that you’re the boy’s daddy now?’




  ‘No,’ says Sean, silently cursing Belle for this situation, for riddling Amy with anxieties so frightening she has to put them forward in a quiet voice, ‘I’ll only ever

  be your dad, Amy.’




  ‘And also,’ she whispers, ‘now you’re living there, does it mean you’re never coming back here to live?’




  Sean shakes his head emphatically. ‘No, it doesn’t.’




  ‘Doesn’t what?’




  Belle comes in with a tray of drinks and sets it down on one of the designer coffee tables. The whole room seems to have grown larger and plusher since Sean last saw it, but he supposes that is

  because of the contrast with the smaller floor-plan and cheaper, older furniture in Lilyvale. He feels a burst of shame at the thought of his lodgings, the old stains on the carpets, the

  throws which disguise the age of the rickety chairs and the over-soft sofa, the mismatched crockery. The shame is like a narcotic in his bloodstream and his prejudice, born of indulgence, disgusts

  him when he thinks of quiet Fen and how she works to look after her son, to keep the house clean, to make him comfortable.




  ‘Did the doctor give Amy antibiotics?’ asks Sean, to change the subject. Belle nods.




  ‘She gave me a fright last night. She was so hot she was hallucinating.’




  ‘Were you?’




  Amy nods, and sits up to drink her Lucozade.




  ‘She thought there were penguins in her bedroom.’




  ‘They were evil penguins. They were standing on my shelf and they were singing a song,’ says Amy.
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