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  They bite from the same apple. It drops from her hand and rolls across the uneven floorboards. The crumpled bed sheets smell like a summer orchard. He

  kneels before her and presses his face in her soft belly, inhales her scent. He wraps his arms about her waist, his fingers making temporary indentations in her skin. She takes his hands in hers,

  and pulls him up so that he stands above her. She goes up on her tiptoes and kisses his lips lightly. She tastes of apple still – bitter, sweet, tart, true. He holds her in his arms, and they

  rock gently backwards and forwards. One pure moment passes and then he lifts her up. They tumble back onto the sheets, fragrant with their lingering desire. They are laughing, joy burning through

  their sweat. Together they are their whole sensual world. Perfectly complete, utterly fragile.




  

     

  




  JUNE




  We walk the land, Robert and I, his hand in mine, and I try to say something to comfort him in his loss. We have been married for five years and yet he has never spoken about

  his father to me, and since I have never met the old man, it is hard to know what to say. I cannot help wondering why it is we never visited him.




  I catch sight of the house. It is a balmy day in September. There is warmth in the sun, a rare occurrence in Cavan. The thatch gleams in the sunlight, dazzling me as if it is real gold. I have

  never seen such a friendly-looking abode, so different from the house I was raised in.




  My husband’s family home sits before me, with whitewashed walls, a bright-blue door and window ledges like two little eyes and an open mouth welcoming us in. It looks like a quaint cottage

  from a time long past. There are hens running across the yard, a mayhem of squawks, and even though we are here because Robert’s father has just died, there is such a celebration of life all

  around us. Hedgerows full of a variety of little birds, and red berries and blackberries peeking out of the greenery, brown cows and one dapple-grey horse grazing in the fields, a profusion of

  bright-pink fuchsia bells bushed around the side of the house. Something about the place is familiar, as if I have seen a picture of it in one of my childhood storybooks. The woods are Little Red

  Riding Hood’s, and the cottage Hansel and Gretel’s, and there is even a round tower on a distant hill, which looks like Rapunzel’s home.




  Robert and I have always loved the city, vowed we would never leave it, but as we walk through his father’s fields and into the wood, something happens to us. I do believe we are bewitched

  by the landscape. Sunlight diffuses through the canopy of trees, still rich with leaves, showering us with amber warmth. I remember the sun of my childhood, how I loved its rays on my bare skin,

  how I felt the sun kissed me when my mother did not. We can smell the crisp whisper of autumn beginning as Robert and I pick sweet blackberries, feeding them to each other until our lips and chins

  are stained with juice. My husband appears more sensual to me than ever before. He softens, looking younger somehow, and less weighed down with all the worries he carries home from work every day.

  And the war . . . he is always talking about the wretched war. Is it being here, in Cavan, his real home, that makes him seem instantly happier, lighter, somehow more mine? Am I hoping he might

  forget about armies battling, bombs dropping, the possibility that Ireland might join in the war?




  The air around us is humming with life, late lazy bees droning, dragonflies hastily mating, perhaps for the last time, and tiny tabby butterflies, dozens of them, fluttering around us.

  Everything surrounding us is light, and fast, thrumming in our ears, and yet we slow right down, each footstep measured in the dewy folds of grass. We walk beneath the trees, breaking through

  cobwebs, leaves spinning from their tendrils so that we know we are the only two who have passed this way in a long time.




  I am not surprised when Robert suggests the move. On this glorious autumn afternoon, as we lie in a meadow overlooked by his newly inherited cattle, it seems the most natural thing to do to

  agree. More than anything I want to live somewhere that reminds me of nothing apart from fairy tales, and the sweet sugary side of childhood. Here, I say to myself, we can live in a dream

  world.




  As we walk back up to the cottage we come across a rose bush bursting with velvet blooms, their sultry perfume arresting us. Ignoring my protests that he will prick himself with the thorns,

  Robert gathers a bunch of crimson roses, every now and then pausing to suck the tiny beads of blood off his fingertips. He presents them to me with a kiss, his lips blessing my forehead. I cradle a

  single scarlet rose in my palm, wishing to protect this symbol of our love. I look down at it. On one red petal is one red drop of blood.




  

     

  




  NICHOLAS




  The old house in Cavan is in pieces. Nicholas can see that once it was a pretty little cottage; however, years of neglect have turned it into little more than a derelict barn.

  And yet when he first saw the house he knew he had to buy it, even though it was practically uninhabitable and he was certainly no builder. But the cottage was familiar to him, as if he knew all

  the rooms by heart before he walked into them. He felt at home here, more than he had ever felt in the nine years they spent in Dublin. He tries to banish the memory of all the hard work he put

  into their home in Sandycove. The hours spent sanding the floors, choking in the dust, his eyes red-raw. There was the tiling that he had to redo because Charlie said he got the pattern wrong. The

  bloody bathroom. He never even liked it when it was done. Now here he is, starting all over again. Charlie said it was his choice to leave, but she gave him no choice. Nicholas has his pride.




  He guts the house. The roof is good and the old stone walls are beautiful, but inside is a mess. The staircase up to the attic has woodworm and is completely rotten in places. The walls are wet

  with damp and mould. He tells himself he can do this. It is spring. He has the whole summer stretching ahead. Somehow it is his duty to bring this cottage back to life. Can a house have a heart and

  soul? he wonders. His piano stands lonely in the back room. Untouched. He cannot bear to play, although soon he will have to teach to make some money.




  He looks out of the window at the green fields rolling away to infinity. He is in a landlocked county now and Nicholas misses the Irish Sea, those days when he and Charlie would walk all the way

  from Sandycove into Dun Laoghaire, and then down the pier to watch the ferry leave, discuss should they go too. He remembers looking across at the marina, and the bobbing yachts, and wondering what

  it would be like to spend your life sailing the sea, being as free as the seagulls wheeling above them.




  ‘The light is amazing here,’ Charlie would say and force Nicholas to quickstep so that she could get back home and paint, immediately translating the wide sea sky, grey, aqua and

  white, onto canvas. He preferred those early paintings, although he never dared tell her that. She thought she was getting better, but her pictures became more self-conscious, technically good, but

  they lost something.




  Nicholas thinks of the Pacific Ocean crashing onto the beach at Turtle Bay and their honeymoon in Hawaii. They are lying in bed, entwined around each other like the limbs of a fantastical plant,

  and gazing at the huge waxen head of a flower outside the window. Its outrageous lushness, its dazzling pink brilliance seduces them. He rolls Charlie over, and her blue eyes sparkle the same

  colour as the ocean.




  ‘I love you,’ he says.




  ‘I love you too,’ she gazes at him with her true blue eyes, wrapping her legs around his waist and guiding him into her.




  He was so young he thought this love was enough to keep them together forever. Yet it was only nine years ago. Not such a long time.




  Nicholas sits back on his heels and closes his eyes, still holding the spirit level in one hand, a pencil in the other. Pieces of wood lie about his feet, and he wonders what the fuck he is

  trying to do, buying a wreck in the middle of nowhere. Beads of sweat break out on his forehead, although it is damp in the attic. He can feel his heart beating fast, and the pain everywhere:

  behind his eyes, in his throat and chest, his legs, his groin and his back. His whole body pulses with need and he cries out like a wild animal. No one can hear him, in this crumbling old house in

  Cavan. Nicholas has chosen it as his place of refuge, his exile away from his old life, away from Charlie. He opens his eyes. Dust motes spin in the air, and a spider scampers across the splintered

  and rotten floorboards. He breathes in deeply. He can smell the heady fragrance of flowers. Hawaii. They are snorkelling together, their eyes beneath the surface of the crystal-clear blue, holding

  hands, floating, watching a sea turtle as she swims by. Then their minds are as one, in awe of the creature’s preternatural wisdom, the way she glides slowly through the water, taking all the

  time in the world to live. She looks at them – eyes so gentle, knowing, forgiving.




  Nicholas snaps the pencil in half. Charlie. He cannot believe he will never hold her again, never touch her breasts, or feel her legs around his waist, her hips on his. But he would have to see

  her, yes. With the new face she wears, the distant, patronizing look in her eyes, detached smile, friendly as if he is a stranger. She behaves as if it were his fault. Has she no shame? Sometimes

  he wishes she were dead. Would it be easier then? She said that once. ‘Nick, you’re killing me.’ He didn’t understand what she meant, but he never asked.




  Nicholas stands up, kicks the pile of wood across the attic. Suddenly he is filled with such a fierce rage he wants to destroy this house, pull it apart bit by bit, smash it up. He picks up the

  hammer and throws it through the window. The glass shatters, spraying him with tiny shards of glass. He is suddenly cold, shocked by his anger. He looks at his arms, speckled by little drops of

  blood. He is shaking, colder now than he has ever been in his life, his teeth are chattering. There is a huge hole in the window, and he will have to push all the glass out, get a new pane. More

  money. He stands by the broken window and again the aroma of flowers surrounds him. He recognizes the scent – roses. It is too early in spring for summer roses, red roses like his mother used

  to grow in her English country garden. Yet the smell is most definitely roses, overpowering, but not unpleasant. It calms him down. And then, as he is looking at the window, the rest of the glass

  falls in suddenly, as if someone has pushed it from the other side. He takes a step back, looks around the attic. Something doesn’t feel right.




  He goes downstairs and takes a beer out of the fridge. He downs it in three gulps, each one gradually making him feel less spooked. He sits on the step of the back door, holding the empty bottle

  in his hand, and looking at his solitude, green fields, woods, an orchard. And yet he doesn’t feel alone. He is shivering again although it is warm in the sun. He twists around to look back

  into the shadows of the old house. The wind whispers through the hall, blowing some leaf skeletons, slowly dissolving residents since last autumn. His back is chilled and Nicholas places his hand

  on his heart, feels its faint beat through his shirt. He is surviving without Charlie – barely though, barely at all.




  

     

  




  JUNE




  I miss the sea. It is so very quiet here. Robert says I will soon get used to it and the place will grow on me. This is what he tells me, but I find it hard to imagine. There

  is a permanent chill in the air. I can feel it in my bones. And it is so damp my hair is in a constant frizz. The skies are filled with grey clouds, promising to rain, or having just rained, and a

  dark gloom enshrouds me all the hours of the day. I even miss London, but more so I miss the sea, the waves, its open lunacy, so different from the brooding corners of this country.




  In Cavan the grey blanket of mist and rain has not lifted once since we moved in. Of course it rains in Dublin too, but the weather there can be brilliant sunshine one moment, strong sea breezes

  the next, and then a short, sharp burst of hard, drenching rain. There is nothing monotonous about it.




  I was the wife of a city man, and now I am a farmer’s wife. We no longer live in a small rented flat, but in a thatched farmhouse on about fifty acres of land. We have ten bullocks, two

  cows, three little pigs, one horse and about thirty hens. I am a little daunted by this, for the farm is a kingdom all of its own and one I know nothing about. Robert rises early, returns for

  dinner and then goes back out again until dark. I am constantly busy learning all the duties a farmer’s wife has. If it were not for Oonagh Tobin, a neighbour’s daughter, I would be

  completely lost. She is a kind and patient teacher, but sometimes I feel so frustrated when I see her doing something easily and quickly, yet I cannot get the grasp of it. I am sure she believes I

  am a useless article. The first morning she had to show me how to bake a loaf of the brown soda bread they like to eat here. I will never forget her expression of surprise and then pity when she

  realized I had never done it before. I wanted to run away from her into my room and hide. I wanted to read a book.




  She thinks I cannot cook. But I can. It is just that I make food with ingredients we cannot get here. I can bake so many different kinds of cakes – Madeira, rich fruitcake, chocolate

  gateau, Battenberg, Bakewell tart, Victoria sponge. I can even make a perfect lemon soufflé. Oh gosh, I can smell it now, taste it melting in my mouth, the light angelic spongy topping,

  followed by rich creamy-lemony filling. But what use have I of a lemon soufflé in Cavan? I have not seen a lemon since I came here. And when I think of the lemons in Italy – the size

  of grapefruit – and their scent in the air in Sorrento, the bittersweet taste of limoncello still lingering on my lips. It is almost a form of torture to remember such sensory delights.




  Ireland is at economic war with England. Robert warns me there will be an awful lot more work once the spring comes. There is compulsory tillage because of the emergency, so he will have to

  plough most of the land. He has no help apart from the Tobins. They live further away from the village than us, towards the large lake, which I can see on a clear day if I climb a little rise of

  land at the back of our house. Of course the glimmer of water makes me think immediately of the sea.




  Our closest neighbours are the Sheridens. They live on the outskirts of the village. At the edge of our land there is a small wood, and it is this that separates us from the Sheridens’

  property. If we were to walk through the wood, we would end up in their back garden. Their house is quite different from ours: tall, and grey stone with a slate roof. I noted to Robert that it was

  large.




  ‘That may be so,’ he said, ‘but we are better off in our house. When it gets really cold, our thatch will keep us cosy and snug. The Sheridens will be freezing.’




  He said this with such satisfaction that it made me think he is not too fond of these Sheridens.




  Some days as I churn the butter, my hands sore, my shoulders and back stiff, I wonder what I am doing here and remember my old desires and dreams. How can I bear this? For a brief moment I feel

  like throwing the churn to the floor and watching its golden entrails spill across the flagstones, greasy, half-made, unfinished. Wasteful. I see myself running out into the yard, the hens flying

  about me in panic, the rain hammering down upon me.




  ‘Robert!’ I would cry out. ‘Robert!’




  I would find him in a black boggy field, battling against the elements, wet and old-looking in a coat of his father’s. I would search for the dashing city man I married.




  ‘Take me home!’ I would command him, like my mother so often commanded my father.




  I would see our old life in London, illuminating the donkey-grey sky like a celestial vision. Dinner parties, red buses, smoky tea rooms and train stations, the pictures, my sister Min laughing

  gaily and her husband Charles, smoking a pipe, stroking her hair affectionately, little Lionel the dog curled up asleep at her feet.




  This second of regret is long. Its suppression is hard, for even if I did demand this of Robert, a return to our old life in London is impossible. Our London is gone forever. Our London has been

  destroyed by the war.




  On these days I stop churning for a moment and look out at the lines of rain as they appear horizontal in the sky. I shiver in the damp kitchen. I scold myself. Remember, June, how lonely you

  were until you met Robert. Remember how you envied Min her married life. Remember how you longed for a husband too.




  I repeat my farmer’s wife’s refrain like a prayer. ‘I will be a perfect wife. I will be the perfect wife. I will be Robert’s perfect wife.’




  I have always put one hundred per cent into everything I do. Mummy, and maybe even Minerva, thought I would be a dusty spinster for the rest of my life. A classical scholar. A bluestocking. How

  surprised my mother was to learn that I had met the right match. My Irish English gentleman.




  To be perfect is to be without fault or defect, to be perfect is to be complete. Let me tell you a story of imperfection, of a love’s incompletion and a wife’s undoing. Let me tell

  you about an adulteress.




  It all began when my sister and I were children. How far from the tree does the apple fall? We grew up in Devon in a big white house, overlooking Torbay. What a fearless duo my

  sister and I were. We were like two little porpoises, splashing in the churning sea, rocked and cradled by the ocean. They were the summers when we were all together as a family. And Daddy would

  roll us along the beach, line us up saying, ‘You two look like peas in a pod.’




  Yet it wasn’t true. We were the same height and proportion, but how different our colouring and our faces were. And our temperaments. One like Mother, and one like Father. When we were

  little, Father said we were the image of two angels by Raphael, with our curls – mine fair, Min’s dark, but both mops refusing to grow longer than our collars, instead getting thicker

  and thicker. It used to drive Mother insane, trying to get the brush through our hair every night.




  Min and I took it in turns to sit on Father’s lap and he would play ‘This is the way the farmer rides’, and even though you knew what was going to happen, you didn’t know

  when until you were dropped through his legs, nearly on the ground, screaming with delight and fear. But Daddy would be holding you in his hands, one in each armpit, as you howled with

  laughter, helpless, all his.




  When I think of my parents, it is Mummy who is the stern one. In my mind’s eye she looks like a column of marble, unblemished, beautiful, but too cold to touch, and Daddy is the vine

  wrapped around her. He needed her. But she didn’t want him.




  Here in Cavan it can rain all day, but sometimes the skies will clear by evening. A few fragile rays of sunlight attempt to break through the cloud, and the land will glisten

  magically. It is at this time I might take a walk. I go down to the lake to look at the two swans. Oonagh tells me they arrive every year. The same pair, to mate. Year in, year out, their offspring

  coming, going, but the pair beholden to each other, monogamous. So it is, animals are quite capable of fidelity, and we humans can act with animal instincts, without a thought for principles. We

  are capable of this. There is not such a difference between us.




  It is five o’clock. Already I can see dark shadows creeping up the fields, swallowing the land. Robert will be back soon. I stand in the yard and I can hardly see any sign of human life at

  all, just the slate roof of the Sheridens’ house, the woods, the fields and the lake in the distance. How the land rolls all the way down to the lake like a green ocean, waves of grass

  surging in the wind, drizzle like sea spray on my face. When you live somewhere like this, it is hard to imagine there is a war going on. But I do think of it every day. I think of my sister Min in

  London. I think of Mother.




  Yet here in Ireland people appear to ignore the war. Oonagh says the robin hasn’t come this year and this is a sign the Germans will invade, yet she doesn’t seem too perturbed by

  this possibility. What most people seem more preoccupied with is the fact that England won’t take our beef. Times are pretty hard here, but we are lucky, all the same, to be living in peace.

  Indeed, we seem to live in a forgotten world in our nook in the country, and it is hard to imagine anything disturbing it. Robert loves the solitude, but for me, I do miss company.




  Yesterday Robert finally noticed my low spirits.




  ‘I think we will call on the Tobins this Sunday night,’ he announced at dinner. ‘Great fun is to be had with the singing and the dancing at their house of an evening.’ He

  smiled at me, his eyes soft caramel, creasing at the corners so that I longed to touch his laughter lines.




  ‘Do they have a piano I could play?’




  His eyes widened and he laughed at me, so that I felt like a fool. ‘No, of course not, June, these people could hardly afford a piano!’ But when he saw the look on my face, he

  changed his tone. ‘Do you miss playing the piano with your sister, darling?’




  I nodded, a lump in my throat preventing me from speaking.




  ‘Well,’ he sighed, ‘the Sheridens have a piano. They have been abroad for a few years, but I heard they were back. Maybe we could call on them as well.’ He spoke without

  enthusiasm, not looking me in the eye.




  ‘That would be wonderful, Robert.’ I grabbed his hand and squeezed his fingers.




  ‘There won’t be too much to do once it’s winter, so we may as well occupy ourselves, and not think of other things.’




  I knew he meant Minerva, maybe Mother even, as he spoke. I couldn’t reply at all, just nodding again, trying in vain to hold back the tears, and touched by his concern.




  Robert let go of my hand and stood up, his back to me, staring out the window. ‘The Sheridens are different from most folk around here. She is French, and . . . well . . . a little

  strange. Phelim is an artist, of sorts.’




  ‘Do they have any children?’




  ‘Just one, a girl, Danielle,’ he paused. ‘She’s your age. But she is married and living in France.’




  ‘So the Sheridens are quite old.’




  Robert walked away from me. ‘Well, only if you think I am. They’re my generation.’




  ‘Oh, darling . . .’




  But he left the house to go back to work without looking round, without another word, and I am not sure whether he was offended. Surely not, for he knows it means nothing to me how old he

  is?




  Robert. Are you still out in the fields? Tell me it is true. You have seen him, haven’t you? Tilling the land. His sure hand on the plough, walking steadily behind the

  dapple-grey horse, making drills in the heavy, cloying earth. Back and forth, for evermore.




  It is at night I am afraid. I am a ghost afraid of the dark. During the day I forget about time, and I live in the past. I expect any moment to see Robert returning, striding across the fields

  in his father’s coat, rain glistening in his hair like fairy gems, smelling of the earth and hard work. I spend daylight hours imagining I am cooking. The sweet aroma of my country baking

  soothing me. But at night I remember he does not come. He will never come back and I am lost in my loss. I try not to haunt you, but I am lonely, and sometimes I lie next to you on your bed and

  give you my dreams. This is what adultery can be – two lonely souls drawn together. This is the first lesson I can teach you.




  All that I miss. All that I long for. My family. I remember every night I used to light a candle for Minerva and her husband Charles, praying for them. I wonder will you light a candle for

  me?




  

     

  




  NICHOLAS




  Nicholas strikes the match and lights his cigarette. He has not smoked for ten years. He coughs, inhales, coughs again, and then throws it down on the grass and stubs it out

  with his foot. The cigarette has made him feel sick, so he takes a swig of beer. He is going to drown his sorrows.




  Oh God, why can’t he get Charlie out of his head? She had slept with someone else and he would never forgive her. He imagines her now. Where is she? He looks at his watch. It is one in the

  morning. She is probably in bed, but not on her own – no, in bed with someone else. He closes his eyes and sees her naked body and some faceless bastard beneath her, and she is sitting on

  him. He can see the dimples in the small of her back, and the curve of the side of her breast as she pushes up and down. He can hear her laugh. Nicholas throws his beer bottle and it smashes

  against the wall of the house. He still wants Charlie and it makes him angry. Just thinking about her fills him with desire. No, he isn’t going to let her do this to him, frustrate him. He

  wants to feel her. He remembers the last time he gave Charlie an orgasm.




  ‘Play me,’ she said, ‘like you play the piano.’




  She told him that his touch was like no other, because of his piano fingers, because of his dexterity.




  That night they had made music, you could say, the power of his hands making her sing. But that was nearly a year ago. When had she stopped wanting him to touch her?




  Nicholas sees another picture. A different Charlie. She is sitting up in bed, her knees pulled up close to her chest, so that the sheet falls away like snow on a mountain, and she is crying. Her

  face is red, her eyes swollen and her nose drips. She shivers and she sobs. She looks at him beseechingly, but he turns his back on her and says nothing. He goes to sleep in the spare room. And

  when he remembers this image, Nicholas knows that it is unlikely Charlie is in bed with another man. She is asleep. And in sleep there is still innocence.




  The moon is full, and it is not too cold. Nicholas walks around the house, thinking about the roof and whether he should try to restore it to its original thatch or stay with

  the slates. It depends on money. The house has cost him nearly all of his savings already. Really he should make Charlie sell Sandycove and split the profit with him, but he can’t bring

  himself to do it, not yet.




  He sits down on a ledge, which protrudes from the old stone wall, and looks at the fields that spread out before him, glistening in the moonlight. He doesn’t own the fields, and he can see

  the shadows of cattle, still in the darkness. A bat swoops in front of him, making him start. He doesn’t belong here. It is too far away. And yet he doesn’t want to go home. The

  moonlight turns the fields into a meadow of silvery water, the long grasses rippling like waves in the sea. He imagines he sees two girls jumping in the water, and he thinks of Charlie as a little

  girl, Charlie telling him about her summers in West Cork by the sea, and playing with her sister. How happy she was then. But the picture he sees now is from a different era, like a snapshot from

  the past, like looking at an old black-and-white movie and the negative has been overpainted in colour. One of the girls runs towards him and he sees quite clearly her face, as if she is real. He

  blinks and the image is gone.




  Nicholas looks down at his hands. They are shaking. He fans them out on his knees, forcing them to be still, palms up to the moonlight, the skin pale, more lines and cuts on them than when he

  had arrived one month ago. He flicks them over suddenly and gets up, turning back towards the house. He feels pulled by something, someone. He walks through the dark kitchen and into the tiny back

  room, which is lit by one lamp. His piano takes up the whole room. He opens the lid and sits down on the stool. He stares at the keys. Then he lifts his fingers and begins to play. He doesn’t

  know what he is playing, for he is detached from the notes. All he knows is that his body is swaying and his stiff fingers are racing across the keys, and blood is beginning to pump inside his

  veins again. He feels like he is awakening from a deep, dreamless sleep.




  A finger traces his spine. He stops playing, tenses. The door of the room bangs open and the lamp flickers. Nicholas stands up, spins on his heels.




  ‘Who’s there?’ he calls out, but he knows the house is empty. A dog barks in the distance, he can hear a cow lowing in the field.




  I have only one regret.




  The voice is grainy and cracked like a voice from the radio. He gets up from the piano and crosses the room without thinking, the old floorboards creaking. He pulls back the curtain and undoes

  the latch on the window. The frame is stiff, and wood and paint break off as he pushes it free. As soon as the window swings open, he hears a sigh. And he knows it is not a trick of his mind or

  even the voice of his ex-wife haunting him, because in an instant he sees a woman standing, looking in. She is slender, boyish almost, with light-brown hair curling about her face in a style from a

  bygone era, and she wears a pale blue top and skirt that glimmers in the moonlight. She is ephemeral, all shadows, insubstantial, and shifting in the silvery light. She raises her hand to her face

  as if protecting her eyes from the light in the room. Her gold wedding band sparkles, hypnotizes him. He wonders if he is dreaming and if he will wake up in bed, cocooned in his own miserable

  loneliness for another long day.




  She speaks again and now her voice is quite clear. She has an English accent, posh, distinct, but not haughty.




  I have only one regret.




  This is the only time Nicholas sees her. It is later that he discovers who she is. But for now he sees a stranger, a fragile lady in blue, a picture from the past, a woman trapped in the memory

  of one regret, and appealing to him, hoping he will understand. But she has chosen the wrong person, for when she speaks again her words are inside his head and she is invisible.




  Let me tell you the story of an adulteress.




  Adultery. The word stings him, wounds him. He steps back from the window, shaking, raging inside his skin so that he is blistering, his throat dry with anger. He doesn’t want to hear this

  phantom’s tale for he swears he will never understand, let alone forgive, his adulteress wife’s betrayal.




  

     

  




  JUNE




  In the centre of our house is the kitchen. It is large, yet cosy, with an open fire at one end on which I do all the cooking. There are four bedrooms, all small, but perfectly

  sweet. We only use one of the bedrooms at present. It was Robert’s father’s room, which I wasn’t too keen on as the old man died in the bed, but then it is the largest room, with

  the nicest view. All the windows are very small in the house, but the largest one is in our room. I suggested we turn one of the empty bedrooms into a parlour, but Robert said there was not much

  point, as we need to conserve our fuel and we spend most of our time in the kitchen anyway.




  Then he smiled at me and, almost blushing, he said, ‘We might be needing one of those rooms very shortly . . .’




  I looked at him and his expression was questioning, hopeful.




  ‘When we start having a family . . .’




  His voice petered out and I nodded hastily, relieved that it is not now at least.




  There is no running water in the house, and this is the hardest thing to cope with. It is amazing how one takes for granted turning on a tap, and a lavatory inside, rather than in the stable, so

  that you can hear the horse right next to you, chomping his straw.




  Also we still don’t have electricity here. So the nights are blacker than anything, and once it is dark the house becomes full of shadows. There is a shortage of both candles and oil for

  the lamp, so we have to be very careful about how much we use. Sometimes we just sit by the light of the fire unable to read, or even see each other’s face clearly. Just listening to each

  other breathe. In this darkness I learn to understand my husband through the tone of his voice rather than the expression on his face. The fire makes shapes on the walls. I can’t help

  thinking about Robert’s mother and father, and whether their spirits haunt this house.




  My favourite place is the loft. It is here I will retreat to when I feel lonely for company, and lie on the bare boards, staring at the thatch, dreaming my mind away. It is like a secret

  hideaway, and when I am lying under the straw, listening to the wind’s hush, I feel cocooned under the eaves of my husband’s house, as if I am a little girl again. Here I feel safe.




  The place I fear is the orchard. Although it is so close to the house, it is quite a forgotten-about place. Robert told me his father planted it for his mother when she was a bride. It was his

  gift to her, and indeed their wedding party took place under those trees when it was just an infant orchard full of young slender saplings. Now the trees are ancient, gnarled and unpruned, huddled

  together in a canopy of old bark, and mottled leaves. There is a foreboding about the place.




  I asked Robert why no one uses the orchard. I can see apples on the trees, and littering the ground, and now with the emergency and food shortages it seems criminal not to pick them. He said

  that his parents hadn’t collected the apples for years, not since his brother died in the First World War. Apparently the orchard had been James D.’s domain and he had always made it

  his business to pick the apples. He made cider out of them or gave them to his mother to cook with. But since the very day James D. died, his parents had not had the heart to touch the orchard. I

  thought about this – how a mother could be so wounded just by eating an apple, and how the taste of it might have brought back the scent of her son.




  When I asked Robert what we should do with the apples, he made excuses. ‘I am just so busy with everything else, but we will get round to it, I know it’s a disgrace.’




  He looked very anxious then, and I felt so sorry for my poor Robert. All of his family are gone. Maybe the orchard is filled with memories for him, too.




  Sometimes in the middle of the night, when I have to go out of the house to use the lavatory, I stop in my tracks, hypnotized by the moon throwing light on those old apple trees. In the dark

  they could be witches and hags watching me. Some are practically bent double. They seem ancient and hostile, old sentinels of the land, reminding me that I am an intruder, and I don’t belong

  here. How silly to feel frightened by an orchard of apple trees!




  But Cavan is such a different world to mine. Years of city life are slipping away from me, as if they are old skins, but all the same there is so much I miss. The pictures, for instance, when

  Min and I sank back into those red velvet seats and entered the world of moving fiction. I imagined I shared the lives of my favourite heroines. I too would some day meet the man of my dreams. How

  Min and I loved Bette Davis in Jezebel – ‘half-angel, half-siren, all woman’ – and we chanted those words all the way home, arm in arm, so that we alarmed just a few

  passers-by. We knew she must have been wearing a red dress, although the film was in black and white. And we never mentioned her name, but of course we were both thinking of the same person:

  Mother.




  One afternoon I brave the orchard. I am going for a ramble inside the woods, and the only way into them is through the apple trees. I open a little kissing gate, all overgrown and rusty, and

  there I am in the middle of a jungle of apple trees, loaded with fruit. It is shocking to see such waste. I forget all about my fear of the orchard, or my walk in the woods, and turn tail back to

  the house.




  ‘Do we have a basket?’ I ask Oonagh as I come in the back door.




  ‘What for?’ She looks at me curiously.




  ‘For the apples.’




  ‘The apples . . .’ she repeats in a whisper, as if I have blasphemed.




  ‘Yes,’ I reply, irritated. ‘There is a glut of apples in that orchard. It’s shameful. We must pick them.’




  ‘The orchard is haunted, Mrs Fanning.’




  ‘Please call me June,’ I say to her for what must have been the hundredth time. ‘My husband and I do not believe in ghosts.’




  She raises her eyebrows. ‘No one goes in that orchard.’




  ‘Well, that’s ridiculous – the apples are going rotten. We are throwing away food, Oonagh.’




  ‘They say that not one of those apples is good.’




  She speaks quietly, but all the same opens a cupboard beside the hearth and takes out a large basket made of rushes.




  ‘All rotten,’ she adds, handing me the basket.




  But I cannot be dissuaded. I have it in my head now, and in my tastebuds. I am longing to taste apples again. I don’t care how tart they are. I want so much to smell them, and touch them,

  and crunch them between my teeth. It is the most all-consuming craving. Rosy red apples, solid green orbs, crisp, tangy, full of life. I am going to make my husband the most delicious apple pie he

  has ever eaten. For the first time since I moved to this house I feel happy, because I am going to bake a pie. I remember watching Mother bake, a talent incongruous with her glamorous image. But

  cooking was my mother’s best-kept secret. I close my eyes, and I can picture our kitchen at home in Torquay the winter Mother did all the cooking. There is poor Father in my picture, a

  crooked smile on his face, his pipe in his hand as he watches Mother whizz around the kitchen in a flurry of flour and spices. Daddy loved my mother when she made him apple pie.




  ‘I have a surprise for you.’




  ‘Oh,’ Robert raises his eyebrows, a smile forming on his lips, as I pour him an extremely weak cup of tea from the pot. ‘A surprise, you say?’




  I nod, so excited I can hardly wait for him to put down his cup.




  ‘I can smell something baking.’ He sniffs dramatically.




  I kneel down by the hearth and reveal the pie, steaming and fragrant. I pick it up and bear it in my arms as if it is treasure from the pharaohs. Robert’s brow furrows.




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘Apple pie,’ I announce, ‘made with apples from our orchard. There are so many of them, Robert, I spent the whole afternoon picking.’




  He looks at me, none too happy, and I think, Gosh, he doesn’t want those apples picked. But of course he knows what an unreasonable thing that is, especially the way things are with

  shortages. So all he says is, ‘I don’t like apples. You know this, June.’




  I feel as if he has slapped me, and tears prick my eyes as I set the pie down on the table.




  ‘Will you not have a slice?’ My voice wobbles. ‘I made it specially for you.’




  ‘I am sorry, dear,’ he says icily, ‘but apples make me quite sick.’




  He gets up, saying he wants to try to tune into the wireless in the back bedroom, find out what is happening with the war. He walks out of the kitchen.




  There is my pie steaming on the table, but I have such a lump in my throat that my appetite is completely gone. I stare at my creation, and I cry for all the things I am missing, my sister and

  the old Robert.




  My husband has become so solemn. The war. He is obsessed with news of the war. Why is he concerned with events so far away from us, when I am here, in front of him, needing him? Each day I feel

  he is becoming more distant. Is he disappointed in me?




  Then it dawns on me. If I had placed that hot apple pie in front of him, and then sat down by the fire to nurse his child, he would have eaten it all. Robert would have watched the baby feeding,

  and cleared his plate, his eyes on mine, full of pride and joy. He would have made himself sick for love of me, the mother of his child.




  I clench my fists and sit back in the chair. I push the hair off my face; my cheeks are burning, and not just from cooking. I look at my beautiful pie, and then I pick up the knife and dig it

  in, watching the apple heat spurt out. I slide a huge slice onto my plate.




  I eat slowly, a quarter, and then another quarter of the pie, but I am not tasting it. The light pastry, the soft sweet innards of the pie are lost on me. I still keep eating, all the while

  staring out of the window. It is quite dark now, and a single candle flickers on the table, while the lamp remains unlit. I sit in a pool of moonlight, watching a giant harvest moon ripen. I do not

  notice when I am full because my anger makes me want to go on and on. As if I am somehow being defiant.




  I eat that whole pie. I eat the whole damn thing. And when I am finished I sit as still as one of those ghostly apple trees lit up by the moon, my stomach groaning, and bloated, as if I really

  am pregnant.




  

     

  




  NICHOLAS




  He is lucid in his nightmare when he sees the Adulteress look at him, her legs wrapped around her lover. Her honey eyes turn as cold and grey as clay, for he is the husband who

  is no longer a lover like this man can be for this wife. Nicholas watches her with her lover, sees the changing landscape of her face, open skies, gentle rain, loving waters, nature itself,

  expecting no more than what can be given in each moment. The wind rattles the window, branches claw at the glass, and all the dark spirits of jealousy clamour to enter the bedroom.




  Nicholas wakes wet, sweltering, sobbing, and feels as if he is dying. He sits up in bed, trying to slow down his breath, pressing his hand to his chest. He listens to the wind’s

  lamentation outside the house, shaking the blossom off the apple trees in the orchard. He remembers his mother telling him that a storm always heralds a new death. Could lost love kill him?




  In his murky bedroom Nicholas feels the depths of his anger, and it frightens him. He presses his arms against his body, holding his elbows with his hands, trying to stop himself from shaking.

  Gradually he sees a light, a fragile radiance emerging from the shadowy corner by the window. He lies back against the pillow, and it comes towards him, gleams above him, a translucent haze. He

  shivers, and yet this light is a comfort. He imagines he can feel a hand brush his cheek, tiny fingertips like a child’s following the contours of his face. The fingertips press down on his

  eyelids and he drifts back into a dream-filled sleep.




  When he wakes in the morning Nicholas doesn’t feel so lonely. The duvet is not wound around him tightly like usual, but spread across the whole width of the bed as if he had a partner

  sharing it with him. He remembers his dreams and they were strange. The ghostly woman he had seen outside the window was lying next to him and speaking softly in his ear. I miss, I miss, I

  miss, she whispered, and he cried back. ‘What? What is it that you’ve lost?’ But she shook her head dolefully and faded away.




  Nicholas is hungry. He gets up and goes into the kitchen. The fridge is empty apart from milk and eggs, so he makes a huge omelette with all four of them. He sits down at the table, chewing his

  golden eggs and looking out the window. The sun is shining and pink blossom is out on two cherry trees in the front of the house. He picks up his plate and steps out the front door, sitting on an

  old rickety chair he was going to chop up for firewood. In Dublin he had never really noticed the seasons changing, but here summer is bursting all around him. The air smells good, and he feels

  optimistic about his renovation project. Yes, it will take a while, but when he is finished his home will be perfect. Just how he wants it. He imagines keeping bees and making honey, and then he

  starts to think about the apples. He gets up and walks through the little gate into the orchard.




  The trees haven’t been pruned in years. Some branches are bowed so far over they appear to be growing back into the ground. But some of the younger trees look healthier. He wonders if he

  will get many apples this year, enough to make cider even. He could travel around to those farmers’ markets with his cider and sell it.




  He picks some white blossom up off the ground and fingers it. He thinks again of the strange woman of his dreams. The phantom spirit from the past. Maybe he should get the place exorcised or

  something, but in truth he doesn’t mind. Is he so pathetically lonely that he enjoys the company of a ghost? This makes him laugh. He realizes it is the first time he has laughed out loud

  since he came here. He stops laughing and kicks the ground. Charlie took away his happiness. Why would he ever want to laugh again?




  Nicholas strides back into his house, banishing his ex-wife from his mind and instead filling his head with plans. He could make this place work for him: honey, cider, piano lessons. He likes

  the idea of living simply. He turns the kettle on to make coffee. He can smell something baking. He opens the oven, but it isn’t on and it’s empty. He opens all the cupboards.

  They’re empty, but still he can smell it. He steps into the yard, but it’s not coming from outside. He goes back into the kitchen and the smell is stronger than ever. He feels a wave of

  astonishment. Either he is going mad or his ghost has been cooking. He sniffs again, and the aroma makes his tummy rumble. It is his favourite pudding. She has baked him an apple pie.




  He taps the kitchen table with his fingers, playing ‘Clair de lune’ on the mottled wood. The aroma of baked apples swells around him and again he is pulled towards his piano in the

  back room. He tries to remain in the real world, but something else seizes him, an urge to be part of a story, even if it isn’t his own.




  He sits down at his piano and he can feel her arms about his chest, squeezing him, as if his heart is an accordion and she demands music from his pain. His hands are shaking, but slowly he

  places his fingers on the piano keys. He plays her ‘Clair de lune’ like he used to do for Charlie, and yet he has never played it like this before. Each note is torn from him as if he

  made them himself from his very own lost love. As Nicholas plays, he decides he will find out who she is, and what happened to her. He wants to know the tale of the Adulteress because he wants to

  understand.




  

     

  




  JUNE




  Today when I wake I feel quite terrible. Not surprising, since I ate a whole apple pie before I went to bed. My head is pounding, and I only just make it across the yard to the

  lavatory in time to be sick. I am as weak as a puppy. I manage to clamber back into bed, and lie quite still in an attempt to quell the nausea swirling around my stomach. It is only just beginning

  to get light, but Robert is awake. He will soon be up and gone for the day. The thought of this makes me feel even worse. He always goes out to work early and it never bothered me before, but this

  particular day I do not want to be alone, with all my chores laid out in front of me, stretching endlessly into dusk.




  ‘Are you all right, darling?’ Robert is looking at me.




  ‘I do feel rather peaky.’




  ‘Have you been sick?’




  I nod, tears pricking my eyes.




  ‘Now don’t be such a silly old thing.’ Smiling softly he adds, ‘I am sure it is only all that pie you ate.’




  I cast my eyes down, ashamed of my greed, when I could have given the pie to the Tobins.




  He makes to get up, and pull on his trousers. I lean over and tug at his hand.




  ‘Robert, please stay with me today.’




  ‘What on earth is the matter?’




  His eyes scrutinize me. In the morning light they look almost ginger, and striped, like the coat of a marmalade cat.




  ‘Please, darling, can we spend the day together?’




  I feel such a deep need, like a child every time your mother leaves you after blowing out the candle and you are left lying in the dark. You pray she will return, and hold you until you fall

  asleep, but she never does.




  Robert surprises me. Bending down and pushing the hair out of my eyes, he speaks so very politely, the way he used to do in London when we first met.




  ‘It was very selfish of me to marry you.’




  ‘What do you mean?’ My cheeks colour in confusion.




  He cups my face with his hands, and kisses me on the lips. ‘I suppose I can get up a little later for once,’ he says, ignoring my question, turning his eyes away from mine and,

  climbing back under the covers, he takes me into his arms. I nuzzle up to him and let him cradle me, his long legs tucking me up next to him. Immediately I no longer feel sick, and with his hands

  on my belly I drift off to sleep.




  When I wake the room is cascading with golden light, the walls dappled with reflections from leaves outside. I can hear the wind washing through the trees. Robert is kissing me. I turn, and he

  holds me by the shoulders.




  ‘Can we try to make a baby?’




  He asks me so sweetly. In his eyes I can see the boy he once was. I nod.




  He kisses me again, all the while undoing his underclothes and helping me take off mine. I close my eyes, and my husband puts himself inside me. He is so quiet, and gentle, and steady. It is

  like being lapped by the ocean.




  Afterwards is always the best. Robert holds me in his arms and closes his eyes, dreaming of goodness knows what. I look at him, trace each line on his face, count the grey hairs in his thick

  black hair, and wonder what our child would look like if we were to have one. But it is a fantasy, because it is so long since we have been trying that I cannot imagine actually having a baby

  now.




  ‘I love you,’ I whisper into his ear, which is surprisingly small and dainty for such a big man.




  He mumbles softly and goes back to sleep.




  By the time we rise it is terribly late, and Robert hurries out to milk the cows. I prepare the dinner. I am glad Oonagh isn’t here today. It is just the two of us. For once I feel

  contented to be in my Cavan home. I look at a miracle rainbow arching the wet land in the distance, and smell the scent of turf fire spinning out of the top of the chimney. Robert returns to the

  house for dinner, but after we have finished eating, instead of going back out to the animals, he leans across the table and takes my hand.




  ‘Let’s pick the rest of those apples,’ he says, pressing his thumb into the soft flesh of my palm.




  ‘Are you sure you want to?’ I glance nervously out of the window, across the yard, towards the tangled orchard.




  ‘Absolutely.’




  As we approach the apple trees, I feel his body stiffen next to mine. I know he doesn’t want to pick those apples, but he is forcing himself to make me happy. That is enough for me and,

  taking his hand in mine, I turn to him.




  ‘There are plums, over there,’ I point. ‘Will we pick those instead?’




  ‘Yes, that’s a wonderful idea,’ he says gratefully. ‘You can make jam.’




  I close my eyes now and all I can see is purple. It is a sea of regal, promiscuous, empress purple, wound around my hand, bandaging my eyes, enfolding me in its rich, sensuous shades.




  We eat and we pick, and while we do all this, we stroke each other, on the backs of our hands, our shoulders, the smalls of each other’s back, making lovers’ imprints with our palms.

  Our lips are magenta, and our fingers stained indigo from our labours, but we are happy about this. Our markings make us one, united, together in the work our marriage makes. I think of Mother and

  Father and how I never saw them do anything together, not once. I am determined Robert and I will succeed.




  When I was a little girl I was frightened of my mother, and I adored my father. I did not understand how he could love my mother, for she was often angry and cruel to my sister

  and I. I remember one time in particular. Min and I had gone down to look at the sea, just look, but of course we had got carried away as usual. Mother was there waiting for us on the front lawn as

  we came scampering back up the garden.




  ‘Look at the pair of you,’ she cried out, the perfect mirage of her face cracking with anger.




  I spoke quickly, ‘Mother, I’m sorry . . .’




  But Min interrupted me, ‘We were racing on the beach.’




  There was no apology in her tone, no explanation, and now it was too late for me to tell the neat lie I had created in my head. We had slipped down a dune, while looking for shells, to make a

  necklace for her – for her, our beautiful, imperious mother.




  Mother’s lips twitched and she hissed, ‘You are not boys, you are girls, and girls don’t race.’




  I remember the fear, the pain of this dreadful anticipation. Who will she choose? But I knew deep down that I would not be the victim. I never was. It felt like the most awful treachery, never

  to be chosen.




  ‘Why not?’ Min’s voice rang out clear as the sparkling sunlight, insolent and challenging. Immediately afterwards there was the sharp sound of Mother’s hand, slapping my

  sister’s cheek. I winced, although my sister stood rigid, with heat in her bones. I could feel her ire.




  ‘Miss Sinclair, you are a dreadful creature.’




  Mother always adopted this formal tone when she was angry with us, and always spoke to my sister directly, never to me. It was as if I was invisible.




  ‘And a liar too,’ Mother added. ‘A simple race on the sand would not reduce you to that state. It looks to me as if you were in a rugby scrum! For goodness’ sake, we have

  people coming to tea!’




  Min was shaking beside me, but she was not crying, she was laughing. Mother slapped her again, but it only made Min worse.




  ‘Stop it!’ Mother shouted, ‘stop it!’




  My mouth was dry with fear.




  ‘Mummy, please, we’re sorry,’ I begged, beginning to cry, as if it was I who was being hit, not my sister, so fearless, her eyes dark with pride and rage. But Mother ignored

  me.




  ‘Stop laughing at me this instant.’




  She raised her arm high, as if she was about to serve in a game of tennis, but there was no racquet in her hand, just her rings on her spread fingers, glittering in the afternoon sun. She was

  wearing a printed chiffon afternoon dress in shades of pink, its waist dropped to the hips and detailed with a black satin bow, collar, cuffs and hem. The skirt rose to just above the knees to

  reveal her slim legs in flesh-coloured stockings, and tiny ankles and feet in a pair of black patent-leather pointed shoes. Her dark, glossy hair was cut short, as was the current fashion, and her

  fine face was framed by a black silk hat, with a red velvet ribbon.




  When I compare my mother to other mothers, I realize how very different she was. She had the perfect form, and was still able to wear the clothes she wore as a young bride (although she never

  would, of course). Mother’s knowledge of fashion was encyclopaedic. Her desire to be in the latest season’s clothes was her only passion – that and the attention of other

  people’s husbands. But even if Mother had worn an old sackcloth, and was twice the size, she would still be stunning, for it was her charming visage that stopped most people, men and women

  alike, in their tracks. Arched brows, long lashes and crystal-blue eyes, a small fine nose and rosebud lips. Her skin was pale and creamy, and her hair was jet-black. She was created for

  adoration.




  At that time it was as if she always despised us. Her daughters were reminders of her age and the frailty of all her desires. As we got older it got worse, for our breasts were beginning to bud,

  and it was apparent that one of us had inherited her looks, although one of us had not.




  The hand came down, and later Min claimed it had not hurt, not one bit. But there was still a red mark on her face even then, and surely it had, because even though Mother was small, she was

  strong and had sent my sister flying across the grass.




  Mother took a step back, shocked at her own actions. I could hear the bell ring inside the house and knew the guests had arrived. It was another world, all neat and clean, and nice manners. Out

  here on the sunny lawn was high drama.




  Mother walked over to Min, her tiny ankles and slim legs mesmerizing, and I marvelled at how gracefully she bent down so that you might feel sorry for her, not my hurt sister, flung to the

  ground.




  ‘Are you all right?’ she asked her daughter.




  Min sat up, rubbing her chin. ‘I’m fine,’ she replied brightly. ‘I suppose I deserved it.’




  Mother pulled Min up by the wrists, dusted her down. ‘I’m sorry, darling, but just look at what you did to those new dresses I ordered for you both. And it’s the Sandersons

  coming to tea, and you know how Daddy likes to impress Captain Sanderson.’




  I looked over at the house, the study window dark against the sunlight, but I knew my father was sitting there, looking at us, indifferent to Captain Sanderson’s arrival, ignoring my

  mother’s behaviour.




  Mother took Min’s hand and squeezed it in her own, and they began walking briskly towards the house. I stood, willing my father to open the window, shout out at Mother, tell her she was

  being a tyrant. But nothing happened and in the end I trotted up the lawn behind my mother and Min, their arms linked. I knew what Mother was trying to do. It made me feel sick, and I dreaded the

  forthcoming tea, the sly asides at my expense and the praise of Min. She was trying to split us, but she never would, not ever.




  The lawn rose in a slight incline as we approached the veranda, and I tripped as I hurried behind them, only just managing to regain my balance without falling onto the gravel. Mother

  noticed.




  ‘Clumsy foot!’ Her voice rang out, soft and mocking, and Min turned round, and giggled at me. I forgave her though, for Min had taken my punishment for me, had she not?




  All summer long we had to endure tea on the lawn with this young gentleman or that, prospective husbands that my mother had selected for us. She would flirt with the fathers, the mothers rigid

  with disapproval, and our father was sometimes there, sometimes not, but so distracted it hardly mattered. There was my sixteenth birthday and yet another tea party with the Sandersons. That was

  the afternoon when the seeds were sown for all the bad things that would happen to my family.




  It was a sweltering June day, and there was nothing I would have rather done than gone down to the beach with Min, and swim in the sea. We could even have begged Mrs Wyatt to give us a small

  basket filled with egg sandwiches, two small bottles of her tart lemonade and a slice of fruitcake each. It would have made the perfect birthday afternoon. Just the two of us, lying on the sand,

  tickling each other’s toes and talking about our dreams for the future. But Mother interfered and told me that my sixteenth birthday meant I was grown-up now, too old to be building

  sandcastles, the right age to get used to polite society. Min thought it hilarious that Mother would describe the Sandersons as ‘polite society’, but Mother’s attention made me

  nervous. I was bound to disappoint.




  For the special occasion of my sixteenth birthday Mother had decided to buy me a new dress, which had given her an excuse to go into town and spend an afternoon in Hooper’s admiring her

  own reflection in the new season’s fashions. She announced that with the advent of the Thirties there was, thank goodness, a return to more feminine contours: a normal waistline, a lowering

  of the hem, curlier hair and more attractive hats. All of these trends Mother had adopted.




  ‘It’s important,’ she said to us, ‘for the matriarch always to look smart and up to the minute.’




  Min smirked in the corner. ‘But, Mother,’ she said sarcastically, ‘there would never be any fear of it being otherwise.’




  Mother sniffed, and turned her attention to the dress she had chosen for me. ‘Yes, that will do.’




  I looked at my reflection in the mirror of the dressing room, and out of the corner of my eye I could see the assistant’s unsure expression, Min’s hand over her mouth and

  Mother’s stern face.




  ‘Oh, June!’ Min blurted out, ‘you do look a sight!’




  The dress was buttercup-yellow with a bright-orange print, shades that looked fabulous on my raven-haired mother and would, next year, look equally super on Min, but were not suited to my

  complexion, not at all. I have the colouring of my father, light-brown hair, pale skin and ginger freckles spattered across the bridge of my nose. My best features are my eyes, which are the only

  thing I inherited in looks from my mother. I opened them wide in that dressing room in Hooper’s, staring in horror at the vision of myself in the tight yellow dress.




  ‘Mummy, I think it is too small.’




  ‘Not at all. You just need to eat a little less. You’ve put on far too much weight recently.’




  It was true that for the first time in our lives I was larger than Min. I spent as much time as possible reading, with secret supplies of Mrs Wyatt’s ginger cake in my pockets, whereas Min

  had no interest in books or cake, but liked to roam outside, picking up tiny blue birds’ eggs, shells from the shore, leaves and stones, which she would bring back to the house and draw. All

  the same, it was not so much my waist as my chest that was too large for the dress. It was the only part of my anatomy that I believe my mother may have envied.




  ‘You need to keep covered up,’ Mother warned me. ‘A bosom of your proportions, if revealed even to a tiny extent, will give a man the wrong idea.’




  But I had seen the flash in my mother’s eyes as she glanced at my bust, sensed her irritation, and it pleased me slightly. Now she had done her best to make one of my only assets look its

  worst by squeezing me into a garish, georgette dress, with a very fussy bow at the front and a high collar, which strained at the seams every time I sat down.
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