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Wherever there is a human being, there is an opportunity for crisis.


SENECA


 


 


When in doubt, tell the truth.


MARK TWAIN









 


Looking back, I find it difficult to understand exactly when the relationship began but if there was a defining moment I think it was when I first made a concession for him.


On the morning that I drove under a sullen sky to the local railway station instead of walking the children to school, a decision was made. It was the first day of term after the Christmas holidays. Rightly, my hands should have been full. Yet I left my husband to ensure that by 8.20 everybody was fed, moderately happy and out of the house – in a daily ritual that holds something approaching religious significance for me – and forsook breakfast with my family for a train that delivered me to London decently in time to eat croissants, with Angus. It was, I noticed when checking my diary, the Feast of the Epiphany. A day given over to revelation: you couldn’t make it up.


But it could easily have been earlier. It might have been the evening I responded to an email from Angus with more than best wishes, taking my lead, I guess, from his beginning Dear You and ending A xxx. And it would be difficult convincingly to discount the numerical significance (let alone any other kind) of two hundred further emails and texts – give or take – that shot back and forth between us during the ensuing month; and those, too, after only one public encounter, during which a large pot of tea topped the drinks bill and I kept my overcoat on.


After that, at our first private meeting (assignation? tryst? – I still don’t really know what to call it), this time at Angus’s home, we might have shared our first kiss had I not inclined my face to one side as he moved slowly towards me. He kissed my hair instead and then, with a lightness of touch I no longer associate with him but the directness that I do, he brushed the back of his right hand across my right cheek. And as he raised that hand in a diagonal across my body, in the briefest of moments I knew what was coming and yearned, as if I had an hour in which to anticipate it, for the warm skim of his curled fingers on my skin.


Silently, I implored, Don’t take your hand away. He took his hand away. He suggested we go to the kitchen to look at the view of the light falling across the busy river. He made tea, toasted some muffins, and we talked until it was dark; about music, food, and then love. Later, he put his arms around my waist and pulled me to him, trembling.


I nearly said, ‘I know your game.’


He said, ‘You are exquisite.’


The very first time I saw him: at a party, for the opening of a new art gallery. I arrived in a light mood, unguarded. Within fifteen minutes Angus had happened. Introduced, he stopped talking to the person he was with and for longer than is customary on such occasions he gazed at me. My husband was with me – it was a work party for him, at which I was his guest – and I think they shook hands. I’m pretty sure they must have done for they both have impeccable manners. I do remember that with casual efficiency they established which other guests present were the ones with whom they shared an acquaintance. Like card dealers at a gaming table, shuffling packs in butterfly arcs as an artful prelude to their distribution, Angus and my husband deftly rearranged the assembled company into meaningful subsets because it was the only competitive game available to them at that moment, and they’re both competitive men. That’s how people like Angus and my husband pass the time at parties they affect to dislike but attend nonetheless.


Meanwhile, I gazed back at this beautiful man, wordless – though stupefied would be the word. Stupefied is what I told Angus, weeks later. He raised questions about my choice of adjective. He thought stupefied a little blunt, lacking in scope. He likes words with dimensions. So do I, as it happens. Yet even when I presented to him a generous range of alternatives that the word embraces – bewildered, dazed, bemused, amazed, confused, astonished, stunned, impressed – he did not recant. Not until, sufficiently irritated with him, I insisted he look it up. After that, he withdrew his objections, grinning, pleased with himself to have had that effect.


Looking back, I realize that it simply doesn’t matter – the when and where it all began: at a party; over tea in a cafe; in Angus’s unfamiliar, watery home; or perhaps most significantly during a thousand small-hour disclosures, half of them my own, feverishly typed on a laptop in the dim light of a muted kitchen. It’s irrelevant. I fell in love so inordinately that time and place mean nothing. Like carbon dating, deciphering love’s earliest imprint is an imprecise business. When and where provide history and geography but only why conveys anything worthwhile. Only why is significant and only why matters. Like why, when I knew so little of him still, I would allow a man who is not my husband to declare himself to me, except that he recognized me for what I am: a woman at odds with herself.


Nevertheless, until I left my family eating breakfast that morning and walked out of our house in Angus’s favour, I could reasonably well convince myself that nothing had altered significantly. Turning the key in the front door later that night, I might as well have been turning my own self-delusion on its head. It was fifteen hours that I’d been gone and they were all asleep when I returned.


I have thought about it often, how easy it was to walk out of the door, empty-handed. Much later, redefined by the trauma of enchantment, I had a more punishing move to make.


The time of the concert is not lost on me: a lunchtime recital at the Queen Elizabeth Hall. 1 p.m., safe as houses. Angus’s email asking whether I’d like to go with him arrived a week before the concert’s date, and in my book a week is no time at all to make a plan of that kind. In my book – an A4 lined diary bought from my village shop – there are biro-scrawled work appointments I must honour that stretch several months ahead, though admittedly some of them are moveable feasts and I don’t work every day. As it happens, I have work arranged for the day Angus suggests but in this instance, I change it. It’s a risk and a foolish one: my client is new and the commission quite big. I feel badly about messing her around but evidently not badly enough to behave better.


Angus texts: ‘Is it okay with your husband?’


‘It doesn’t bother me who you listen to music with,’ Mark says, when I ask him. ‘It’s never going to be me, is it?’


‘But does Angus bother you?’


Mark shrugs.


‘Why would he?’


I text: ‘I wouldn’t come if it weren’t okay.’


I think about the last time I went to a concert in London, when my brother was conducting. I went alone, described it afterwards to Mark; I told him again how music has always provided such succour for me. I said I remembered learning in physics that every object has a natural frequency at which it will vibrate when struck. I tried to explain that a lot of music produced in me the same powerful reaction, and whether proposed by a community of instruments or a solo voice, its impact was so perfectly matched to my sense of the sublime that momentarily I would experience the seemingly impossible – a feeling of being perfectly met and in tune, wanting for nothing on earth but the moment itself.


I said, ‘Does that make any kind of sense to you?’


He said, ‘I’m not sure. It sounds a bit like fantastic sex.’


‘I so wish I could share it with you.’


‘Me too, babe, but it’s never going to happen.’


On the day of the concert there is a mighty freeze. It is not the first of the season but it’s the most severe so far; the trees are blanched, their twigs crystalline. From the freezer, I remove a fish pie that I made last week and put it to one side to defrost. I clear what’s left of breakfast and empty the washing machine of Mark’s jeans and the twins’ PE kits. I drape their small, navy shorts on a drying rack. My babies. I shake Mark’s jeans, smooth the pocket linings and pull out the creases. My man. Hanging laundry makes me sentimental. Upstairs, I make beds, picking up stray soft animals and littered felt-tip pens. My movements are automatic. I love these daily devotions, this liturgy of the hours. I shower quickly, and still wrapped in my towel I print out the month’s invoices and put them into already stamped, addressed envelopes. I’ll post them when I go to the station. That way, I may justify this after noon’s excursion. (‘Daytime quartets in London, Mrs Burdett?’ ‘Ah yes, Your Honour, but at least I billed my clients en route.’)


I pull on a pair of leggings and two heavy fleeces and walk over to the barn, where Mark is painting. The ground is crunchy underfoot and the air so still that the sound of my shoes on the gravel is jarring and harsh. I stop for a bit and stand perfectly still, riveted by the sudden silence and the sense of nature – of life itself – being peacefully deferred.


The barn is so raw that inside feels colder than outside. Mark paints at the northern end of the building, where the light is right for him, his work uninterrupted by direct sun. I have entered at the south end, and though I am standing in a generous beam of silver light the illusion of warmth is just that – illusory. Church interiors always look warmer than they are, with their honey-coloured stone and stained glass in flame red and amber. Our barn is the same. I really only like it in the summer. Mark and I often discuss a better heating system for it, the one we will install when we can afford to, so he can paint in more comfort. In fact, we can just about afford it now but Mark is inexplicably resistant. I don’t understand why. I’ve been trying to warm him up for years.


I walk around to one side of my husband so he can see me in his peripheral vision.


‘Babe. I’m off.’


But Mark doesn’t look up so I reach out to touch his left hand, although I don’t actually touch it, I simply wait for him to register me. I spend quite a lot of my life waiting for Mark in this way, and not always because he hasn’t noticed I am there. When finally he looks in my direction, I repeat myself.


‘Babe, I’m off. Don’t forget the fish pie, and there’s plenty of veg in the fridge. Make sure the girls eat some thing green.’


‘I’ll try.’


‘Don’t try, succeed. They’ll eat broccoli. Or just peas will do.’


‘Okay.’


I look at the canvas. The work in progress is a Caribbean seascape in the early stages of a storm, a stretch of water that is quickly coming to life with undulations of aquamarine and pearl even though Mark began it only a couple of days earlier. He is working from a series of photographs that have been sent to him. Painting from static images is something he dislikes doing but that’s what the client has asked for and the client is paying – handsomely, given the speed with which Mark is painting.


‘It’s looking good.’


‘Getting there.’


I contemplate my husband. He looks and dresses as if he could rescue me if necessary. I like that. Today he is wearing a navy-blue Cornish fisherman’s sweater, a thick wool scarf, a pair of old Levi’s, and walking boots with thick walking socks. The blow heater to his right is on full blast but I still don’t understand how his uncovered fingers remain dexterous. I work in the cold sometimes but I move around; it makes a big difference.


‘It’s icy in here. Surely you want some more heat.’


‘You’re the one that feels the chill, not me.’


‘Seriously, though,’ and I indicate the heater with my foot, ‘we can afford to heat you better than that.’


‘Not today, we can’t. The repair bill for your car just arrived.’


‘Ah, I missed that. What’s the damage?’


‘Over six hundred, plus the VAT.’


‘Jesus wept! It’s not even worth that any more.’


‘I know. We could do with being paid on time by some of my clients.’


‘Why do you never ask your agent to chase them? For heaven’s sake, Mark.’


‘Okay.’


‘It’s not okay. You’re hopeless at billing people on time! I wish you’d get on top of it. It’s crazy. We run overdrafts when people owe you, and then I end up ringing them for you when I have my own work to do.’


‘Yeah, okay.’ He frowns. ‘You’re looking pretty hot.’


‘I’m not even dressed properly yet.’


‘That’s not what I meant.’


‘Are you really okay about today?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, some husbands might not like it.’


‘Look,’ Mark puts down his paintbrush and rummages around on the table to his right. ‘I’m not “some husband”. And I’m not your keeper, either. You’ve always been a solo operator, it’s one of the things I like best about you. Just go.’ He pulls a long, thin brush from a glass jar full of almost identical long, thin brushes. ‘Go! I really want to get this picture cracked by the end of the week.’


Turning back to the canvas he trails the brush across a section of it, leaving a vein-blue serpentine streak in its wake. At the door, I turn back to look at him. He is up close to the canvas, squinting. ‘Damn it,’ he mutters, ‘I really do need glasses. I can barely see what’s right in front of me these days.’


Back inside the house, I take just thirteen minutes to change and get ready; any longer than that and the preparation will be something I don’t want it to be – excessive for a simple meeting of minds over music. My hair is not quite the way I like it and whilst I am irritated, a little bit of me, perversely, is glad. I do not think it right that I look my very best.


Outside once more, bag over my shoulder, car keys in my hand, the stillness is breathtaking. I glance up at the dormant trees. Everything feels suspended.


My train is late into London. I arrive at the concert hall flustered, sticky from running along Tube platforms, up escalators, and along the South Bank itself, cursing inwardly, my overcoat uncomfortably heavy, my face hot, and then suddenly – across the foyer – there he is. Wearing a long black coat, unfeasibly handsome, he is looking visibly concerned; checking his watch, scanning the small crowd, anxiously smoothing back his hair.


He catches sight of me and his relief is immediate. I can see it even now, any time I choose to recall the moment, the way his face lights up. We accelerate towards one another, kiss quickly on both cheeks, hurry into the hall as the lights go down. An usher checks the tickets Angus proffers, whispers directions to our seats. Angus says in hushed tones as we sit down, ‘You look very beautiful,’ and I detect in his voice a combination of pride and pleasure, as if I am ratifying some choice he made earlier. I whisper in return, ‘I look very dishevelled.’ He murmurs, ‘I was honestly beginning to think you might not turn up,’ and I can feel his breath in my ear.


I try to concentrate on the music but you really do need to be in the mood for Beethoven quartets and I am not. I’m not crazy about Beethoven at the best of times. I know he’s a genius but he’s a fractious genius and he makes me feel jittery. He certainly requires more attention than I can muster with Angus sitting beside me to my left, with his hands on his thighs – large hands, strong hands, the fingers splayed. If he stirs even slightly I feel myself prickle, and I am aware of my body’s slight but deliberate incline away from his: I am conscious of my legs, shoulders, hands, of where they are and how they might look; conscious especially of my eyes cast towards Angus, downwards and to the left – a thief’s angle, eyeing up the goods. I risk a slow, sly glimpse of his profile. I can smell him. I don’t recognize his aftershave but I wouldn’t; I know only Mark’s and this is not it. Angus’s scent is sharp and imposing. It is not, I think suddenly, the scent of a virtuous man. It is too impeccable.


There is no interval and therefore no let-up, so a couple of quartets later we emerge on to the South Bank without preamble and I am disconcerted at being out here all of a sudden, feeling edgy, taut and excited. I have heard almost nothing of the music and Angus and I have barely had five minutes to speak and yet here we are walking side by side, and he has turned to me and smiled five, no, more like ten, times already. The temperature has dropped. The cold is no longer invigorating: the sky has clouded over and a fresh wind reports its easterly influence in surprising, bitter stabs. Now, I am as grateful to be well wrapped in my layers as I was frustrated earlier, in my haste to reach Angus.


Angus on the South Bank: a man inviting description. His overcoat is so long, and so wide at the hem, it could pass as a cloak. I am enthralled by the garment’s low-pitched ostentation, by the way it concedes to him, simultaneously obeying and accentuating his body’s movements; and I am impressed, too, by the drama of a hemline few straight men would wish to entertain. There is a flourish to Angus’s gait, a fluency exacerbated by the coat that is redolent of a conductor’s swagger. Momentarily, I picture my children on Bonfire Night – frenzied little conductors themselves – assuming exaggerated gestures as they write their names with sparklers, making letters that dissipate the second they become apparent: gold script fizzing in the obsidian air, its beauty as fleeting as musical notes. And as my thoughts come full circle, it strikes me that with his leonine hair and commanding presence Angus looks like the conductor of an orchestra himself, someone to whom fifty people would surrender in unison without question – which amuses me because my brother Ed, who really is one, with the Berlin Philharmonic, has the permanently strained and slightly derelict appearance of an exhausted commuter.


I consider the theatricality of Angus’s demeanour, a theatricality he seems completely to possess, and I see that this way of being in his own body, this easy flamboyance, is probably something he has cultivated over a lifetime and come to recognize as a great advantage, for it will have made him impossible to disregard. It only takes a walk beside a person to see these things, sometimes.


‘How tall are you?’


‘Six foot three, or thereabouts.’


‘Or thereabouts.’ I smile. ‘Men always do that. My husband is convinced he’s six foot two. He’s not.’


‘So, he’s shorter than me?’


‘That’s not the point. The point is, you’re not six foot three – I don’t believe.’


‘I’m a man,’ Angus shrugs, apologetically. ‘Men argue every last half-inch.’


‘Which is ridiculous.’


‘Because women don’t care?’


‘Oh, women do.’


He nods slowly, taking me in.


I smile; a Cheshire cat smile, damn it. I can feel it.


We duck out of the wind and into a cafe: it is Angus’s suggestion. ‘It’ll be quieter elsewhere,’ he had said, when proposing a hot drink as we dithered in the concert hall foyer once the recital had concluded. Now, he puts his arm around me, not quite touching me, just carving a shape around my shoulders as he guides me ahead of him through the door, saying, ‘Are you sure this is okay? There are one or two other places further along but they’re all much of a muchness.’


It’s warm. The seats look reasonably comfy. I tell him it’s perfect.


On the walls are old, laminated posters advertising plays at the National Theatre: sweat-browed actors with contorted expressions are frozen in poses suggesting pain, passion, emergency. Love and war. Under a long glass canopy running counter to the messages of turmoil above is a soothing selection of flapjacks, muffins and cheesecakes. Further along the wall, the cast of Guys and Dolls is belting its collective heart out above an espresso machine.


We order a large pot of tea, a round of cheese toast to share and two warm, dark chocolate brownies, oozing like unset tarmac.


‘I love to eat,’ says Angus, with relish.


‘Me too.’


At a table by the window the afternoon slides away like the river running parallel to us, through the glass. We talk a bit about music, much more about ourselves. I keep my coat around my shoulders for I am shivering from the inside out and cannot stop, but Angus has removed his cloak. It lies over the back of the chair beside him but even inert it embodies prospect, of being filled by Angus. Angus’s eyes are brown, his hair thick and his skin olive, like a Latin.


‘Actually, I’m as English as they come,’ he tells me, when I ask about his forename, ‘but my paternal grandfather was Scottish, and my mother spent her childhood holidays in Scotland and loved it there.’


‘Thus Angus?’


‘Thus Angus.’


He asks me lots of questions. I sermonize about Mark and the children. He wants to know what makes me tick. I pay tribute to marriage and family life. He says he means, ‘What makes you tick, apart from that?’ and I realize it is a very long time since anyone asked me that question and how it feels similar to being handed a beautifully wrapped present when it’s not your birthday. I volley carefully with return questions of my own but Angus is determined and his enquiries become steadily more insistent. He wants to hear and I am conscious of wanting to be heard. He seeks confidences: I hedge but insinuate promise. I don’t stop to wonder whether I should be behaving this way; it seems oddly admissible, given the circumstances. Besides which, it is interesting to do, to flex old muscles in a game of this sort. Years ago, I knew how to catch a man across a room or a table and though I say it myself, I was good at it. I assumed I had forgotten how. It seems not.


All the same, I am ashamed by how much I am prepared so readily to share. It’s not the content of my disclosures that offends me – for when it comes to facts, I reveal little – so much as their indulgent manner. I haven’t had this kind of conversation with a man since I was in my early twenties and exhilarating though it was to get what I wanted, I was still appalled by the indecent ease with which I could accelerate in a flash from straightforward to siren. And yet it seems that this is exactly what I am doing right now, quite suddenly at a point in my life when everything I ever wanted I already have, at home. It feels like an unexpected detour into old rooms and former lives, or into a cupboard in which I discover that a long-discarded costume still fits and an earlier version of myself is around after all. It is a huge surprise, a jolt both fantastic and preposterous, but except for the sharp stimulant to my vanity it is surely meaningless. At least, that is what I try to tell myself, as far as it is possible with Angus sitting only inches away. It’s all very well being adorned quite suddenly in some historic version of oneself but to what end? Raiments from the past are just that: past.


I remember one of my mother’s general guidelines for life: ‘Do not, in the first place, put yourself in a position from which you may later need to extricate yourself.’ Given my mother’s contained and close-fitting character, it was a maxim I always interpreted as meaning, ‘Take no risks,’ so I ignored it. Even a moderate chance of a poor outcome never struck me as a sufficient reason not to try something new, and accustomed as I was, when younger, to seeking excitement with the dedication I later applied to maintaining domestic security, my mother’s dictum seemed to me not only unrealistic but irrelevant – even absurd – considering the kind of person I was. If having an adventure involved hazard and exposure, and opting for defiance over caution meant that something interesting, unusual or even incredible might happen, then so be it.


As I got older, however, I came to see that that is not what my mother was trying to impart; that her emphasis was instead on the safeguarding of oneself from unnecessary future difficulties. If she was advising me to keep more than half an eye on my general conduct and reputation, and above all to avoid those situations in which I might set myself up for embarrassment or unwelcome obligation, then sitting here today with Angus, I can see her point.


The cafe has filled up. People are coming in cold, wanting hot food. Angus pours tea from a second pot, which he had to queue for some time to get. While he did, I savoured him from behind.


‘Your husband,’ Angus says carefully, ‘sounds like a truly amazing man.’


‘He’s the love of my life. With the children, of course.’


‘I wouldn’t know what that feels like.’ Angus sighs. ‘Never married. No kids.’


‘Your choice, no doubt.’


‘Yes.’


‘Right. So, don’t pull that sighing number with me.’


Angus looks me straight in the eye. I don’t flinch.


‘Wow!’ His tone is one of awe, and something else, too – a relish akin to delight. ‘You really do tell it like it is.’


‘I’m sorry, that was awful of me. I’ve never been much of a diplomat.’


‘Don’t be sorry. I appreciate straight talk.’


I should be mortified. I have, with minimal knowledge of this man and certainly no right to tell him what I think of him, been harsh and provocative. But I am not mortified and neither is he. He is charmed. I suspected he would be and am glad my instincts served me well; it is pleasing to be reminded that the way to another person is sometimes so easy, and the route so clear.


Now he leans forwards, his arms stretched partway across the table, and he settles himself purposefully. He looks as if he is bedding down finally into something he has been hoping for.


‘Right,’ he says. ‘Your turn. Shoot.’


I take a deep breath.


‘Okay then, Mr Wilson, a straight question: what about your amazing woman?’


He does not miss a beat.


‘There is no amazing woman.’


When I exhale, I realize I have been holding my breath.


‘Surely there are some hopeful birds out there?’


‘Not that I’m interested in.’


‘There must be one or two lurkers.’


‘Lurkers!’ He throws back his head and laughs with such vivacity that I think, So this is what you look like.


I laugh, too.


‘I have no lurkers, sweetheart.’


I don’t believe him, a man this attractive.


‘Lurkers!’ he repeats. ‘You really are funny.’


He gives me a long, quizzical look, which I return. If he thinks he can outstare me he’s mistaken. I’m married to a lip-reader: I am considerably less discomfited than most people by a locked gaze.


‘Okay,’ he concedes, ‘I might have the odd lurker. And no, they are not my students. But,’ and he lingers for a few seconds, enjoying himself or my anticipation, or very likely both, ‘there is not one I would want to be sitting at this table right now. To put it bluntly,’ his expression grows more serious, ‘there is only one person I want sitting opposite me right now. And she is.’


A woman squeezes past our table and accidentally catches the end of a teaspoon with her bag. It falls to the floor, together with a paper napkin. She doesn’t notice. Neither Angus nor I move to pick it up.


‘You must know,’ I say soberly, and I want to sound steadfast and dependable, ‘I’ve never so much as glanced left or right. Not once, in all the time I’ve known Mark.’


Angus stretches his right hand across the table, closer to mine. In a raised vein between the second and third fingers, a soft pulse is visible.


‘So, I’m quite safe, then.’ His voice has dropped to a near-whisper.


The wish to stroke that raised vein is upsetting me.


‘You definitely are. You’re a one-off music date.’


‘That, if I may say so, is a disappointment.’


I want to feel that vein. I want his pulse under my fingers.


The cafe door is being held open for a woman with a pram and the draught from outside is savage. My head buzzes. The clatter of crockery, voices and scraped chairs ebbs and flows around us, yet everything seems suddenly to close in and the light to fail. Angus’s hand is closer still to mine and now he reaches for my uncurling fingers and they meet – his index finger and mine, just the tips – and while we contemplate them, very quietly Angus says, ‘Lucy, tell me about you before Mark. When you were growing up, what were you like?’


Transfixed by the pressure of Angus’s finger, I cannot meet his eye.


‘In what sense?’


‘Any sense,’ he replies, and his voice is close, closer. ‘All senses. Tell me,’ he croons. ‘Tell me all about you.’


I look up and away.


‘I was not at ease.’


‘Why? Living with your famously difficult famous dad?’


‘Partly. I was just not a relaxed person and I think that’s probably still true. I mean, it’s different with the children, with them I’m someone else entirely, but I’ve never been especially contented and that has probably made me restless and with Mark . . . I mean, I’m not –’


‘Not what?’


I consider how truthful I am prepared to be.


‘I’m just not an easy person.’


‘How so?’


We regard each other for a long time and what might have been a plain, wordless interval between us amplifies into a fecund silence from which deliverance feels both urgent and impossible. Finally, Angus places his finger on top of mine and presses its firm, warm pad upon my glossed pink nail.


‘Tell me,’ he insists. ‘I want to hear.’


‘It’s hard to say.’


‘Lucy,’ he says. ‘Look at me.’


‘Okay. I’m looking.’


‘Why are you not happy?’


It’s a dance and we both know the steps.


Angus walks me to the Tube, to the top of the steps that disappear underground. We stand in the dingy remnants of the day’s light and the wind that is blowing even harder than it was earlier. I am shivering still, and not just from the cold.


‘Well,’ I say, ‘this is me.’


‘And this is me, wishing that you weren’t going home.’ He smiles ruefully. ‘I hope you’ll come again soon – to London, I mean.’


‘I do from time to time. I’ve got some friends here.’


‘Perhaps you might add me to their number.’


‘I might well.’


He laughs. It’s infectious and I giggle.


‘That’s more like it!’


We kiss on both cheeks; a brief and faultless conclusion.


‘Angus, I really must go otherwise my train will turn into a pumpkin.’


A strand of hair whips across my face. Angus lifts it carefully to one side and loops it over my ear. Immediately, the wind blows it across once more and quickly I brush it aside myself, turning away from him.


‘Go on, then,’ he urges, as I run down the first few steps into a blast of stale, warm air. ‘Make haste, Cinderella!’


I stop and look back up. Angus is smiling and waving, and without even thinking, I do it; I take off one shoe. Wobbling slightly on my other, still shod, foot, I place the shoe on the step beside me. A woman hurries past, huffing forcefully: I am in her way. A man dithers on the step above mine, confused. When he realizes that I am going nowhere, he dodges around me, irritated. At the top of the steps Angus is curious. I pick up the shoe and wave it at him and when I see realization dawn upon him at last, clumsily I pull it back on, and I smile.


‘I would have brought it to you!’ he calls.


I know you would.


‘I could have put it on for you!’


And it would fit.


‘Mummy! You’re back!’


Melanie emerges into the half-light of the hall. She is wearing pyjamas patterned with jungle animals and she has a half-eaten chocolate biscuit in one hand.


‘Hello, Mel! Gorgeous girl!’


She hurls herself at me. I squeeze her tightly, growl, snap at her fingers and the biscuit. Delighted, she shrieks and wriggles. I squeeze her harder, growl more fiercely and snap again at the biscuit, which she stuffs into her mouth. I feign shock. Through giggles compromised by crumbs and saliva she munches hard, swallows, then winds her arms around my hips and pushes her head against my stomach. I thread my fingers into her hair.


‘My beautiful baby.’


My phone pings.


‘Where’s your sister?’


‘In the kitchen with Daddy.’


‘You girls should be asleep. It’s way after your bedtime.’


‘Daddy says it’s okay to wait for you.’


‘Daddy would say that.’


Again, the phone pings. I pull away slightly from Mel, swipe the screen, read the text message above her, my wrist resting lightly on her head: ‘Thank you so much for such a special afternoon. What a pity Cinderella had to go – the conversation had only just begun. Hope you returned safely to your crew. A. X’


The hall is gloomy and the phone screen bright. Illuminated, I reply politely to Angus, and in the time it takes me to divest myself of my daughter, keys, bag, coat and scarf, Angus has texted back: ‘Next time, I could cook you a proper meal at home (if you would like). A. X’


Quickly, I write: ‘I would like. L x’


‘Mummy!’ Mel is tugging at me, willing me further into the house.


In the kitchen, Mark and Miranda are bent over a mixing bowl. Miranda has a wooden spoon in one hand. There is flour and cocoa dust all over the work surfaces and smears of butter on the handle of the cold tap. An empty packet of chocolate buttons and some daisy-patterned cake cases are to one side. The oven is on. It is eight-thirty and a school night and the place is a mess. It is proof, if any were needed, that there really is no such thing as a free lunch. I anticipate the clean-up ahead, which moral imperative demands that I do.


‘Hey there,’ says Mark. ‘Good day?’


Once more, the phone pings. Mark is oblivious to the sound itself but not my reaction to it.


‘Yes, thanks.’ I swipe the screen. ‘Sorry, just a sec.’


‘Who’s that?’


‘Angus. Making sure I got back safely.’


‘How solicitous of him.’


‘Don’t be daft.’


I read the message.


‘You would? Lovely, Lucy! Or do I mean “Lovely Lucy . . .”? I think I might mean both. A. XX’


My name is not Lucy, not really. I’m glad about this because the name Lucy is quintessentially English, and as I have no English blood I feel no kinship with it: it suggests to me an aspect of the English character that I do not feel I possess, a kind of uptight restraint masked by good manners. It’s difficult to pin down but the kind of person called Lucy represents, to me, someone whose feelings are stifled and internalized, a person with a resistance to joy – and I know that’s utterly ridiculous and there must be plenty of joyful Lucys out there but I haven’t met one. The ones I know are careful and impassive and I cannot imagine error in their lives. I can’t envisage them muddy, or distrait, or in the sack, and for those reasons alone I don’t identify with them. That could be because the three Lucys I know are all friends of my mother’s and each of them makes me feel inad-equate. They’re hard to fault and I really don’t like that in a person. I prefer people with their flaws on the outside, like mine.


I ran this entire ‘Lucy’ theory past Mark once but all he said was, ‘Babe, you seriously need to get out more.’


My real name is Lucia, after my father’s mother, who was Italian, but early on my French mother called me Lucy, and it stuck. It was so simple and yet so transforming an amendment, the switch in infancy from a touch of Mediterranean exotica to upright Englishness via a few vowels – an Englishness that even my mother’s tendency to pronounce my name with a Gallic swing upwards on the second syllable would fail to mitigate. Attempts during my teens to persuade my family to stick to the original appellation failed. Whenever I asked them to call me Lucia they didn’t, I guess because they were used to Lucy by then and they’re anyway not the most amenable bunch of people.


My father’s father was Welsh, and while it’s a pretty combustible mix, Welsh and Italian, it always struck me as oddly symmetrical, given that the Welsh – being every bit as impassioned as the Italians – are basically Italians turned inside out. Their emotions, instead of burning flamboyantly bright on the surface, smoulder beneath it, and their unyielding Celtic disposition perfectly mirrors its opposite – the famous Latin appetite for volcanic bust-ups and reconciliations.


In keeping with his contrary genetic inheritance, my father has a predisposition for both sudden outbursts and morose silences, and though he has calmed down a bit since I was small, his liking for a colourful scrap far exceeds the enthusiasm most people have for disagreements. Spirited discourse is meat and drink to him; at mealtimes especially, arguing the toss with friends and colleagues, his appetite is for blood. Yet when depression settles upon him he is possessed instead by an austere brooding, which perhaps appropriately he takes himself to Wales to indulge in – sometimes for weeks on end – staying in a cousin’s cottage on the Ceredigion coast where in contrast to his sociable life at home with my mother he sees and speaks to no one. Sometimes there is a television series, the writing of which he must complete, to provide some broad explanation to others for his long absences but in the family, for as long as I can remember, the cousin’s seaboard cottage in Wales has been referred to with casual irreverence as ‘the sulking house’.


During my teens, all my school friends wanted to meet my dad. He was the high point of their first visits to our house. He knew it, too, and had perfected the blend of implied intimacy and remoteness that so mesmerizes people, particularly susceptible females: ‘Oh, how lovely to meet you at last, I’ve heard so much about you from Lucy.’ And as my friends fidgeted with thrilled self-consciousness, he would retreat to his study and close the door firmly behind him with a flourish. That way, his absence might be felt immediately and his magic – now just out of reach – seem all the more beguiling.


Dazzled, they would chime, ‘Wow, your dad is so nice! So down to earth!’


Down to earth: such a meaningless phrase. It’s not one I would ever use, particularly with reference to my dad. But I gave up contesting it – and all the straightforwardness it implies – because when your father’s a popular TV historian, his easy captivation of others with the ornament of BBC fame means there’s simply no point.


‘Yeah,’ I’d concede. ‘He’s okay.’


If it was a demanding business growing up with John Parry-Jones for a father, my mother, Hélène, compensated for it with a more relaxed attitude. Put bluntly, she combined full-time scientific research with ice-cool rationale and near-indifference to family life or discord. What this meant in practical terms is that she was seldom on our case, or not overtly so. I don’t doubt that she cared about my brother Ed and me but she loved my father above all else and although her feelings for her children were steadfast they showed themselves in a manner that could at best be described as hands-off and at worst neglectful. The fact that she was rarely at home, never cooked and barely noticed what time we went to bed (and from our mid-teens onwards, with whom), was altogether in keeping with her particular brand of maternal care – which was to care much less than most mothers about everything, leaving us to figure things out for ourselves and run our lives in parallel with hers, alongside but not overlapping.


Since becoming a mother myself I’ve tried to convince myself that at least my own mother knew her strengths (epidemiology) and her weaknesses (family life). I’ve told myself it was just as well she had the good sense to concentrate on the former and delegate the latter to a woman called Margie who came in on weekdays to neaten up the edges of our lives and make sure that Ed and I had something hot to eat for supper whilst our parents were eating out with other, more interesting people than us. ‘What delights did Margie produce for you today?’ my mother would ask, long after our supper had been cleared, and ‘Margie’s delights’ soon became a family shorthand for golden-topped nursery food like shepherd’s pie, toad-in-the-hole and apple crumble. Actually, I say Margie neatened up the edges of our lives but really the opposite was true: she was central to everything. Family life without her would have fallen apart like the walls of a building collapsing outwards, leaving us all exposed, not just to the chill outside but to one another, gathered together, bewildered.


My friends, however, thought my mother was incredibly cool. They envied me her tight black jeans, laissez-faire attitude and general abstraction. They didn’t know about the slight shiver that went down my spine when she came home. They wouldn’t have guessed that I wondered what I meant to her, and that my relationship with her was subject to persistent insecurity. It’s such a trivial example when I could produce a hundred others but when she walked through the door at the end of her day, the simple greeting, ‘Hello, Lucy,’ really riled me because it was not simple at all. It was in fact, ‘Hello? Lucy?’ – and given that she was already in the room with me it’s not as if I could have been Dad or Ed. And it may not sound like much, and I know the French like to singsong their way to the end of a sentence, but that bloody question mark over my presence got right under my skin. It made me feel like an unexpected visitor to the household instead of my mother’s resident daughter, the one who was there when she left at breakfast-time dressed all in black, her lipstick pale pink, her coffee-coloured hair swept up into a coil and detained with a tortoiseshell pin; immaculate despite herself.


‘Hello? Lucy?’


‘That’s me.’


‘Productive day?’


‘It was okay. Jed’s coming around later.’


‘Bien. Which one’s Jed, again?’


‘Mum, you know who Jed is.’


Standing in the kitchen, rifling through the papers in her briefcase, she muttered through a thick strand of hair that had escaped the tortoiseshell pin and was now falling in a perfect curve across her face, ‘He’s the blonde one?’


‘Yes,’ I sighed.


She looked relieved, like a child who has taken a wild stab at an answer in class and got it right.


‘Ah yes, of course. He is with Amanda, non?’


‘Oui.’


‘She has finesse, Amanda. Delicatesse.’


And then, nodding in the direction of my father’s study, towards which she was already heading, she said, ‘Now, where is my husband skulking? That’s the really important question.’






Until I was nearly eleven, the village school nearby provided respite from family life. We planted watercress, tended hamsters and dug up earthworms. The atmosphere was festive and the headmistress a person so given to spontaneity that on hot summer afternoons she would sometimes cancel lessons in favour of trips to the river, where we would have water fights in its pebbly shallows. ‘Try that now,’ she said drily, years later when we ran into one another in the street, ‘and you’d be strung up.’


The fun was not to last. Shortly before my eleventh birthday, my father got the bit between his teeth about the co-educational boarding school where my brother was excelling and I found myself on a taster weekend there. My experience of the first morning, subgrouped together with seven potential fellow pupils, was enough for me to know what I couldn’t take. The girls tossed their hair and eyed one another suspiciously; the boys used phrases like, ‘I beg to differ,’ and, ‘In my humble opinion.’ One girl had a mother who was involved in the Middle East peace talks, another a thirteen-year-old sister who was writing a musical (allegedly). I did the only logical thing. I sprinted to the railway station just under half a mile away and with some pocket money I had stowed in the bottom of my bag for emergencies, bought myself a single fare. Bound for home I cowered in my seat, glaring out of the window. When the train arrived, I phoned my parents from a telephone box on the platform, my hands shaking so much I could hardly push the coins into the slot.


‘Please can you come and get me?’ I quavered. ‘I’m at the station.’


‘You are where?!’


Around the kitchen table that evening my father groaned irritably and demanded, ‘So what do you expect us to do?’


I asked what was wrong with the local secondary school: all my friends from primary school were going there. My father shuddered like a man contemplating a treacherous pass across a deep ravine and said, ‘Oxbridge! Chances from there are slim.’ I said that even if I got into Oxford or Cambridge – and that was unlikely – I wouldn’t want to go anyway. I told him wild horses wouldn’t drag me. I said, ‘I don’t want to be like all the people who come to our house.’


‘What did you say?!’


‘I don’t want to be that kind of person!’ I spluttered. ‘They think they know everything! They think being clever makes them better than everyone else. It’s horrible.’


My father’s mouth fell open. Mine was dry with fear.


‘How dare you!’ he exclaimed. ‘You’re ten years old, damn it!’


‘Nearly eleven!’


‘You’re a juvenile! You have some of the best thinkers in this country in and out of your home on a weekly basis and you have the audacity to say—’


‘I hate them! And I hate you! I don’t belong here. I don’t belong anywhere!’


My father’s eyes blazed. I felt a familiar panic rise in my gut.


I wondered then whether he might actually slap me: he never had before but I feared it nonetheless, the physical expulsion of my father’s rage. I had witnessed it often enough. He thumped the living daylights out of tables, kicked doors, slammed his clenched fist against walls, raving and ungovernable, breathing hard, spitting, ‘Fuuuuuuck!’ through gritted teeth and a mist of saliva. Instead, this time, he snarled, ‘Then you’re even more of a damn fool than I thought you were this morning!’ and stormed out of the room, casting his chair aside so violently that it cracked against the dresser and fell over.


My mother and I stared at one another across the kitchen table for a bit before she sat up straight, put her hands on her thighs, and in a moment of exceptional ordinariness said, ‘Voilà. I’ll make us some scrambled eggs.’


This uncommon treat augured well. A couple of days later she announced over breakfast that there was nothing wrong with the local school and I could go there if I wanted to. My father said, ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Hélène, they don’t even do Latin!’ to which my mother responded, ‘We can always pay for extra tuition.’


‘Latin?!’ I wailed. ‘Please, no.’


‘What’s the point,’ my father growled, ‘of sending her locally when a first-rate school would deliver the whole bang shoot?’


‘John.’ My mother’s tone was imperturbable, reasonable: she rarely resorts to out-and-out condescension although one always feels it lurking within close range. ‘You argue in public for state education and yet when it comes to your own children you lose your nerve. Hypocrite! Faux-jeton!’


But my father was in no mood for dialogue. Black Dog was not far away. We had become adept at sensing this familiar interloper, knowing intuitively when he was prowling around the suburbs of my father’s mind, ready any minute to break in and take possession of the centre for days, weeks. Black Dog dulled my sparky dad: he claimed a clever, imposing person and drained his thinking dry, stripped it of colour and surprise, muffled his speech, killed his artful humour, reduced him to something rudimentary, brutish.


Sweeping aside the newspaper and a plate of unfinished toast, my father declared the discussion a waste of time and immaterial to the purpose, which was to get me into a good school. He leaned across the table and got right up close to my mother’s face when he said this; too close, I thought.


‘Dad!’ I cried out. ‘Don’t!’


‘John!’ my mother intervened, sharply. ‘Ça suffit! Enough!’


My mother proved victorious. She waited another day or two until the heat in him had diminished, registered me for the local school and left it at that. My father said the whole thing would be an unmitigated disaster.


It wasn’t. I did what I had to do and at the end of it all I was offered a place at Swansea to read English. I’d chosen Swansea not for its tenuous family connection but because it was coastal, and I love the sea: it seemed a pretty sound basis for a decision about where to spend my first three years away from the suppression of home. My father choked on his coffee when I told him my plans. He had little affinity with his Welsh background, even though it had its political advantages for a left-wing historian. He barely spoke to me during my first term at university except occasionally to demand on the phone, ‘My dear girl, if you had to go west, why the hell not Bristol, at least?’


In Swansea, I learned to surf, withstood a year of Chaucer and twentieth-century semiotics and by then, by God, I was fed up. So were the tutors and not just with me. Decades of unventilated debate had left most of them near-suffocated. Gasping for air myself, I left and got a job serving meals in a pub on the bay where by chance I ran into an old school friend who had spent the previous winter working a ski season in the Dolomites while I was contending with the spectacular insularity of Roland Barthes and the tedious specifics of Middle English.


I wasted no more time, though my father would argue that that is precisely what I did. Waitressing, cleaning, childminding, teaching English, fruit-picking: it didn’t matter to me what it was, as long as I could raise the air fare behind a bar in the UK to travel repeatedly as far away as possible. Cairo, Bombay, Tel Aviv, Harare: my mother says she lost a lifetime of sleep over my choice of world capitals – an admission of maternal concern so uncharacteristic that it made those places even more exciting in retrospect. The toughest and most demoralizing job of all (apart from harvesting peanuts on a farm near the Gaza Strip – the leaves of the plants brought me out in a vivid, prickly rash) was hosing down the stinking, blackened walls of a rubber factory outside Tel Aviv, for eight hours a day. The work was physically relentless, and so noisy and solitary that conversation of any kind was impossible. After just six days I walked out and never went back. The only other job that came close to the rubber factory for isolation was a short stint in Ireland as a live-in au pair for a couple who ran an IT company from a bleak farmhouse in County Westmeath – surely the one bit of Irish landscape its venerated God had overlooked. The place was flat and dreary and the nearest town miles away; plus, the children were too small to commune with and their parents constantly off in Dublin.
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