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We were staying at David’s apartment in Paris the night the woman fell onto the Metro tracks.


It was late July, one of those sweating, angry evenings when the heartbeat of the city quickens as it reaches a breaking point, where it readies itself for the rushed exit of August. Shopkeepers hurry their customers through with the same urgency that they will use to take to the motorways any day now. Children bubble with excitement and young people shout across the summer air. They will all be leaving in less than a week and they can’t wait. I’ve never been in Paris long enough to feel like that about it.


That night, David and I had been to the conservatoire for a concert. It was a surprise gift, a romantic gesture.


“These are for you,” he said, and slid the envelope across the breakfast table towards me. It said For Grace in his neat handwriting, the sloping letters drawn with the black fountain pen he always uses. “You’ve been working too hard. And I”—he stood up and came to my side of the table, curling his arms around me and kissing my face—“have been a lousy boyfriend.”


“As if.”


David is never a lousy boyfriend. He thinks of everything and leaves nothing to chance; it’s part of his charm.


I opened the envelope, gasped at the program, the appropriateness of it. David can bring things to my life that I don’t even know are missing.


“What did I do to deserve this?”


“I’ll think of something,” David said. “Maybe coming all the way here when you’ve been working nonstop for weeks? Maybe for being so patient and forgiving me for missing my last two trips over to you? Maybe just for being beautiful.” He pushed my side plate out of the way, leaving a thin trail of apricot jam across the table. He pulled me to my feet. “You want to earn those concert tickets, both of them?”


We went back to bed, laughing.


*  *  *


In the ornate concert hall of the Paris Conservatoire, I sat openmouthed and barely breathing as that year’s finest students gave their end-of-year recital. A young cellist, not even out of his teens, did such justice to Corelli’s “La Follia” that it brought tears to my eyes. When I was his age, even when I practiced for six hours a day, I could not play like that. I lacked the right kind of soul.


David had a perfectly ironed white handkerchief in his jacket pocket and he handed it to me, gesturing towards the fat, quiet tears about to tip onto my face. He smiled as he did it.


*  *  *


We only have three days together: two nights and three precious days in Paris before I take the two-hour train journey back to the UK and he heads off home to Strasbourg. We try not to pack these short trips full of activities. We spend our time cooking or trailing our fingers along the edges of market stalls, wondering which vegetables to get, how best to dress salad: mundane and comforting domesticity.


We get up late and go to bed early, cocooned. We mostly stay in the apartment, drinking coffee on the iron balcony, or we drape ourselves across the deep sofas and listen to music. We don’t go out to restaurants and we don’t have friends here; it would dilute our tiny amount of time together, time made precious by its scarcity.


So it is unusual for us to be standing at the Metro station, to be traveling home with those people itching to leave the city. The Porte de Pantin foyer is crowded; we knew it would be. We could have waited at a bar nearby, sat outside and watched the swallows dive for the evening gnats above us in the open air, but we want to be back. I will be leaving tomorrow afternoon; our time is so brief, so funneled in, that even the blissful moments at the concert seemed like a tiny treachery.


David takes my hand and we squash between the other passengers. We walk along the white-tiled corridors, down into the belly of the packed station.


On the platform, a fug of hot engine grease hangs in the air like the ghost of a train. The old-fashioned box sign clicks through its announcements; the next train is only moments away. We get ready to jostle our way through the crowd, the girls with impossibly slim legs in bright-colored trousers, boys in suit jackets with their sleeves rolled back, just once, to reveal knobbly wrists, old women in gabardine raincoats who must be stifling in the heat.


Directly in front of us, her feet almost touching the platform edge, is a woman. She wears some kind of salwar kameez in black and a shimmering head scarf threaded through with gold across her hair and shoulders.


Everything happens too fast. I can’t register the order of events, let alone the consequences. One moment she is there, her feet parallel with mine, her shoulders the same width, her head the same height, and then she vanishes. She crumples to the floor like a conjuror’s trick. I see how her knees buckle and I get ready for her head to hit the ground, although I am not swift enough to catch it. My getting ready takes the form of a split second’s anticipation rather than any action.


But there is no ground for her to hit. She is standing at the very edge of the platform.


Someone screams and I hear the rumble of the train.


I look at my own feet, at the rail down below where the mice scuttle, at the lump of her, unconscious and curled in the black sump of the railway track.


Next to her is David.


More screams. Not mine, but all around me people are screaming. They are shouting words I don’t understand. I am—utterly—frozen.


“A l’aide bon Dieu! Au secours!” David shouts up at the platform. He is half standing, one leg bent and his foot under the rail, bracing. The other leg is straight, deep in the pit of the track. He has the woman in his arms, cupped like a baby, her head lolling downwards and her shawl trailing onto the rail.


The rumble of the dragon in the tunnel gets louder. A blaring noise startles everyone. In hindsight, I presumed the helpless train driver could see them in his headlights.


Three or four men get onto their knees at the edge of the platform. They drag the woman from David’s arms and pass her behind them. Once more she is right in front of me.


They pull David by his arms and shoulder blades, heave him clear a second or two before the train grinds to a screeching stop in front of us, in the spot where his shadow is still warm, where drops of his sweat are left behind on the tracks.


The woman is unconscious and people fuss around her. She is lying on her back and, through the folds of her clothes, I can see that David has saved not one life but two.


I hear myself giving instructions, loudly telling people what to do. “Tip her over. You must put her in the recovery position. She can’t lie on her back like that when she’s pregnant.” But I’m speaking in English and no one reacts. I buy every new pregnancy book that comes out, even now. I am something of a barrack-room expert.


I push past a large man who is crowding over her and start to move her into the recovery position. David shouts in rapid French and I assume he is telling those other hands to let go, that I can manage this.


I can manage; the woman is slight, even smaller than me. I assume in my racing head that she has fainted with the heat and this heavy burden of baby. Her pulse is solid, her breathing clear. I put my ear by her mouth to be sure and can see the tiny black hairs around her upper lip, the rouge on her cheeks.


A man in uniform comes along, wrenching his way through the crowds gathered around. He skitters to a halt by us and I assume he is the train driver.


David shouts across the thick crowd. “Est-ce qu’il y a un médecin ici? Elle a besoin d’un médecin.”


A woman pushes her way through the crowd and kneels beside me.


“Je suis sage-femme,” she says and puts her hand on the woman’s face.


“Je suis Anglaise,” I say before she can continue talking. Later, David tells me that she said she was a midwife, but she may as well have been a florist. I just wanted someone else to be in charge.


David pulls at my hand. “Come on.” He helps me up and out of the way. He turns towards the exit and starts to lead me through the crowd.


“Shouldn’t we wait and see if she’s all right?”


“We need to get a phone signal, call an ambulance.” He is running towards the escalator and, breathless, I trip along behind him. “I’ll run up, see you at the top.” Even in this rush he turns and smiles at me, makes sure I’m calm and on my way up into the light.


I watch him run up the escalator; a tall man, an inch or two bigger than most other people in a crowd, broad shouldered and fit. His jacket is so elegantly cut that it doesn’t really move as his elbows power like pistons and he nears the top of the long staircase. At the top he disappears and I hurry up.


“It’s OK, Grace,” he says when I get up into the foyer where we started. “The train driver sent up a signal. The ambulance is on its way.” He pulls me to him, bends over the top of my head, and buries his face in my hair. I can feel the tension ripple through him, almost smell the adrenaline. “Let’s go home.”


This humility is so very him. The last thing he would ever ask for is praise. He knows who he is and what his faults are. He plays down his strengths.


He is, in one of my few French phrases, totally bien dans sa peau: happy in his skin.


We walk back up to the street and hail a cab. The roads around us are as we left them. The air is thick and exotic, the pavement dry and dirty in spots, the outside seats of cafés full with chatter and the sounds of Paris.


It does not feel like David nearly lost his life or, worse, that I stood with my hands by my sides and almost watched him be smashed by a train, gone forever. Those things will hit us later.


*  *  *


We get into the apartment and lock the door tightly behind us.


In the taxi I had tried to talk about what had happened but David had shaken his head at me, one finger across his lips in a gesture of silence, of secrets. This city, his city, is a small one. It had not occurred to me that the driver might speak English.


At home, he kicks off his shoes, looks down at the knees of his linen trousers, black with grime. He walks over to the sink and washes his hands methodically, turning them around and around under the running tap, soaping them three separate times.


“Sit down, sweetheart,” I say and move behind him, my hands on either side of his waist.


“God, I’m sorry. Are you OK?” He wheels around, looks straight in my face. “You must have been terrified.”


I hold him tight and feel his arms slide around me in response, pressing my face into his chest. “Me?” I ask him. “You’re nuts. You just came within a whisker of being killed. You’re worried about me?”


“I just thought how I would feel if it was you on that track. And then, in another sense, I didn’t think at all. It was instinct. Somewhere, someone feels about her like I feel about you. I owed it to that person.”


Tears well up in my eyes and I think about how close I came to losing him, that for a few heart-stopping moments I’d been convinced that would be how tonight ended. I can’t bring myself to think about the way that would play out, how mourning David would even begin.


I shudder and grip him tighter. David kisses the top of my head and loosens his hold on me. “I think we need a brandy.” He is smiling again, color has returned to his face, and his skin looks smooth and soft.


“Drink this, darling,” he says, and puts a round goblet into my hands. I realize I am trembling.


I blow into the brandy and feel the fumes flood my face. My cheeks redden. I take a sip.


David holds his glass in one large hand. With the other, he reaches across and pops the catch on the balcony doors. He tucks them back into the walls and the noise of the river, of the city, floats in to join us. It is wonderfully calming.


The apartment has one bedroom, just along the chalk-white corridor, and a bathroom designed for indulgence. David talks about letting clients use the apartment when necessary, but, as far as I know, none of them ever has. Just in case, though, it retains this elegant air, this impersonal but classic Paris feel, from the moment you step out of the art deco elevator, all dragging iron doors and colored glass, to the floor-to-ceiling balcony doors with their hazy drapes.


The fifth-floor windows overlook Passy Cemetery on one side and the river Seine on the other. If you could crane your neck around the next corner, the edges of the next-door apartment, you would see the Eiffel Tower; as it is, you have to rely on trust that it is there.


“The concert was something else,” David says, and I realize I’d forgotten all about it in the crisis.


“Did you know it would be ‘La Follia’ when you booked it?” I’m curious; Corelli’s version of the little folk tune is in my all-time top ten of music, but I can’t remember telling David that.


“Of course I knew.” He is on the balcony, leaning with his back against it and looking in through the tall gap at me. “It’s almost always in your CD player and, when I came over last time, the dots were on your music stand.”


“I’m so grateful. I love it so much.”


“That’s not why, though.” He wrinkles his forehead up and under the dark fringe that almost touches his eyebrows. “ ‘La Follia,’ the madness, that’s the song that plays in my head every time I see you walk into a room.”


He looks down as he says it. It isn’t intended as a boast; he’s almost embarrassed at the intimacy, the romance. “Right, make yourself busy, darling. I need to change these filthy trousers. I want to shower, too. Will you be OK? I won’t be more than fifteen minutes.”


“I’ve got plenty I need to do,” I say. “I haven’t checked the shop emails all day.” I don’t want him to be distracted worrying about me, so I mention these mundane things with a calm I don’t really feel.


I open the laptop amid the noise of David’s shower, the water playing on the tiled floor in the background. The sounds of having him nearby make me feel content, loved.


When I’m in France, my laptop home screen shows the headlines from Metronews; it’s not too highbrow for my feeble French, and translating the stories helps me develop my language skills. I need little translation to understand the front-page story of this evening.


CCTV images capture the grainy shape of a man on the Metro track. It could be anyone. I click through to the story. L’homme-mystère and héros du soir are pretty clear, even to me. I manage to decipher that the young woman is fine, that she fainted in the heat and is eternally grateful to David for saving her.


There is a Paris-wide appeal to find the man and thank him for his bravery. The news has been dark and miserable lately, and what David did seems to have given Paris an antidote. A banner flashes up across the bottom of the screen: Qui était-il?


None of the pictures are clear enough to be certain that it’s David. The crowds were heavy, but one can certainly see that the man is unusually tall, and that he has thick dark hair and an elegant light-colored suit. No one would be able to see his smaller, unremarkable girlfriend or pick her out by her ordinary short hair, feathered around the fringe and sides, or her neat, green skirt.


Lower down the page I notice a grainy still with a black square across it and inside the black square, a white arrow. My fingers are tense on the keyboard. It is a video clip from the station’s security system.


When I press play, David is bounding up the escalator, unmistakably David for anyone who knows him. Behind him, inelegant, and not nearly as fast, a small woman in a bright-colored skirt scurries to keep up.


Anyone would know it was him, us. You can see by the way he glances back that he has a vested interest in the woman behind him. Anyone could tell we are a couple.


Even his wife.


Even his children.
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My trip home is uneventful. Whenever I return to England and leave David behind I’m sad, but the end to this visit has been unexpected and uncomfortable. The shock of what happened left me anxious and clingier than I would ever normally be; at the same time, it left David wired and touchy.


I had to tell him about the CCTV footage and I could see immediately how affected he was by it. His normal composure was engulfed by a surge of the adrenaline that still buzzed through him. He shut himself in the bedroom, the door slammed against the attention of the media, the world, and, as an innocent victim of that, me.


The high ceilings of the flat bounced an echo of his rapid French. While he shouted into the phone, I could hear him pacing up and down behind the door.


When he came out he was awkward, preoccupied. He went into the kitchen and searched through the kitchen drawer for the stale packet of cigarettes we left there after a Bastille Day carnival last year. He went out onto the balcony to smoke, pulling the tall French window shut behind him to keep the smell off the curtains.


When he came back inside he just needed me to hold him, and we did not speak for some time. Eventually his mobile rang again and the spell was broken.


David is taking his family to Spain for a few days. No doubt the surprise holiday was met with whoops and yells of excitement by his children, less so—I would imagine—by his wife, for whom spontaneity does not come so easily.


Although they still live in the same house, David and his wife rarely talk nowadays. If David has to call her, he is gentle enough to make sure I can’t hear him. He takes himself off to another room or stands outside on the balcony or the pavement. He does his best not to hurt me, not to rub it in.


I have learnt, over the years, to avoid thinking about David’s home life. To imagine that he and his wife share a bedroom, that they used to talk in the dark like we do, would twist a cruel knife deep into an already livid injury.


For me, suspending my disbelief has become as natural as breathing. I have had eight years to practice. I know that I am doing wrong; I am not a natural mistress, not an accomplished fisher of other women’s husbands, but the way that David and I met, the way we began, is very different from most other love stories. Our relationship is not, and never has been, without its reasons.


*  *  *


When I get home, the mail is piled against the inside of the door. There is something so bleak about the little eruption of communication, so impersonal. It reminds me—every time—that the whole world ticks and turns when I’m with David, even though we feel as if we’ve enchanted ourselves.


I walk around my empty house making an inventory of the silence. Everything is as tidy as I left it: the carpets hoovered, little furrows of tamed fibers not trodden down by anyone; the clean dishes put away in the cupboards; the bedspread neat and flat.


In my en suite there is a spider in the bath. He is round and black and stubborn. He’s probably been there for days, absolutely certain that this is his bath and his alone.


I poke him gently with one finger, trying to get him to walk onto my open palm and to safety. He rears up, furious and ineffectual.


“I’m only trying to help,” I whisper at him.


I look around for something soft enough to rescue the spider with. I’m already worried that I might have damaged his fragile little legs when I tried to coax him onto my hand. The nailbrush has soft filaments and he grudgingly takes the lifeline I’ve offered. I put the brush and its precious cargo on the floor behind the basin. When I look back, after I’ve unpacked my wash bag, the spider has gone. I’m relieved I didn’t hurt him. Not for the first time I am conscious of how much this house could do with a pet.


“Just you and me, I’m afraid,” I say to the hiding spider.


*  *  *


It is ten o’clock and a warm, patient day; I have much to be grateful for. David left for Spain at first light this morning and I didn’t want to stay in the apartment without him. I was on the train, rushing across English soil, by eight. There is a whole day to fill with whatever I want now; bright, clear hours of quiet. No one is expecting me, no one knows I’m home.


I go downstairs into the sitting room and open the windows. The smell of sunshine seems to ease the silence and I feel instantly better, positive.


There is still a thrill to knowing I have the time—and the privacy—to play. My cello stands silent in the corner of the sitting room and its pull is hypnotic. Before I met David, I spent every spare minute I had, or could find, playing the cello. With him—for the first time—I didn’t resent the diversion; there was room for them both, albeit alternately, in my life. One day, I promise myself, I will bring them together.


I take my cello from its stand. I sit down and turn the tiny fine tuners on the tailpiece until the strings tighten to pitch. I flick the A string with my fingertip and feel the vibration against my cheek. I listen for the note, gauging how close it is to perfect.


Outside, birds call into the warm air and the occasional car rattles past in the street. I am alone and I am ready to play.


I fill my mind with the choices, tunes vie with one another to come to the front, to be the one I pick. It is only ever going to be “La Follia.”


I take the bow from its case.


I roll the silver button at the end of the bow between my fingers and the hair shortens and draws into place.


With my eyes closed, I picture the notes, the first bars of “La Follia.”


I put my fingers in position across the strings and the previous twenty-four hours run away from me through the neck of the cello and out along its lightning conductor into the floor. The tension runs from my arm into the wood of the bow and I’m gone.


My knees poke out, bony and white, cushioning the pointed lower bouts of the cello, and the scroll rests, where it belongs, against my ear. The cello takes up its rightful place and I become nothing more than a mechanical part of it.


This is what I have always done, how I have always found myself when I’ve been lost. When I first went to music college, eighteen years old and paralyzingly shy, when ringing my parents from the pay phone in the corridor just made me miss them even more, I would feel the strength in the neck of my cello, flatten the prints of my fingers into the strings, and forget.


I play and play; through thirst, past hunger, making tiredness just a dent in my soul. I play beyond David’s marriage, his holiday, even how frightened I was when he disappeared below the platform.


I play on until the world is flat again and the spaces between my heartbeats are as even as the rhythm on the stave in front of me.


*  *  *


There is a tapping on the window. I worry I’ve been too loud, that my neighbors are trying to nap on this lovely afternoon and think I’ve turned my stereo up full blast. According to the sitting room clock, I’ve been playing for almost three hours.


Whoever tapped on the window has moved, sideways, to the front door. The doorbell is a piercing squeal through the notes I left hanging in the air. It draws a definite line under my tune.


It is Nadia.


“Holy fuck, Grace. Was that you?” She has her feet planted firmly on my doormat, her face close to mine.


I’m too slow and it’s not convincing. “Was what me?”


“That was you, Grace. That was you playing the cello. I thought it was a CD. Jesus.”


A terror inside me threatens to rise out of my mouth. I can feel my skin pulsing scarlet and my forehead beading with sweat.


“Are you all right?” asks Nadia. She looks quite concerned.


I open my mouth but I feel too sick to speak. I put one hand out onto the door frame.


“Fuck’s sake, Grace, what is it?” Nadia steps into the hallway. “Maybe you should sit down.”


“I’m fine.” My mouth is full of dust, my tongue and tonsils too big for the dry space. I try to swallow but I can’t. There is a fizz on my skin as every tiny hair raises in defense. Purple blotches of panic manifest themselves across my forearms.


Even the thought of someone hearing me play can leave my head swimming, my lungs tight and choked. I haven’t played in front of anyone for over twenty years. I squeeze my sweating palms together.


“Do you want, I dunno, a glass of water or something? Cup of tea?”


Nadia is genuinely worried.


I nod. My shoulders slump against the cool paintwork of the hallway wall. I wipe my palms on my skirt, to rub away the imaginary dirt, the shame of being heard. For other people it is rats or heights or blood, but this is the stuff of my nightmares.


Nadia is in the kitchen, her back to me as she fills the kettle. “Is it too warm for tea? Should we have a cold drink?” She opens the fridge. “No, then. Because there’s nothing in here, Grace. Not even milk.” She hasn’t grasped the seriousness of the situation, hasn’t noticed my agitation.


I force myself to speak, hoping I can change the subject, compose myself before she comes back into the hall.


“I was in France.” I sound petulant. I don’t know why I’m defending myself to my seventeen-year-old Saturday shop assistant, but Nadia often makes me feel like this. I fight for some neutral territory. “How was business while I was away?”


Nadia has been watching the shop for me. She is teenaged, rude and angry, but she is a wonder with the customers. They adore her.


David gets on particularly well with Nadia. Something about the two of them really chimes. I know it’s because he’s so experienced with teenagers that he can talk without being patronizing, because that’s what he does at home, but I fight down those intrusive truths.


Last year David and Nadia cooked up a plan—a surprise for me—between them. The subterfuge and planning that went into it warms my heart. The Cremona Triennale is a violin-making competition that carries the title of Best in the World: to win a gold there is as good as any Olympic medal. There are four categories: violin, viola, cello, and double bass. David decided to enter me for the cello competition and Nadia agreed to give him all the technical information he needed. I’ve always wanted to enter but, like so many things I yearn for, I was just too afraid. David had absolute faith that I could do it, but, just in case, he made sure my application was in—a done deal—before he told me.


It’s not just vanity or fame at stake; the winners of each category are considered the top makers in the world. Collectors from every country desire their work and the price of their instruments skyrockets. Winning would mean I could close my shop and work from home, a home far closer to David.


Talking about the new cello is my way back in, my way to direct the conversation onto solid ground, away from the precipice of my fears. I need to move her attention out of this room. “I finished the varnish on the Cremona cello. Did you see?”


Nadia is more desperate to tell me what she thinks of the cello than I am to hear about it; my blood is only just slowing back down. There is still an uncomfortable thunder in my ears, my skin is still prickling hot, but Nadia has moved on.


While she is talking, I lose concentration. To the left of her, the fridge front is stuck with a montage of photos of David and me. The one of us in New York is on my eye level; I am face-to-face with David’s smile, with the way his arm drapes across my shoulder. I can see the blurred skyscrapers in the background down long straight streets.


Eventually, when we have our own family, this trickle of time will become a torrent. David will move in here; he will bring items of his past, connections, permanent fixtures. We will have spare bedrooms for his older children and they will require pictures of the holidays they had when they were younger; even this trip to Spain will be photographed, will be part of their arsenal of memories.


Perhaps, eventually, when everything is sorted—when the children David and I will have are older, school-aged or even at university—things will be civilized with his ex-wife. Maybe she will move on too, remarry, build her own new collection of travels and experiences and photographs. When that happens, perhaps the pictures of their lives together will be split between the two homes, the two new families.


“And one of the customers kept looking at my tits while I was playing.”


I startle back into Nadia’s conversation. “Jesus, who did? What?”


“No one, but you weren’t fucking listening and you are now.”


I mumble an apology and pour boiling water onto herbal tea bags. It’s not what I want and even less likely to be Nadia’s first choice, but there’s no milk or juice. There’s not really anything at all if Nadia were to open the cupboards and look, but luckily she doesn’t.


I need to ask Nadia what really happened in my shop while I was away, but before I can speak, she wheels around to look at me. Her eyes are bright as a blackbird’s; I swear she has prey in her sights.


“So why didn’t I know you play cello like that? Why doesn’t anyone?”


I pull a chair out from under the kitchen table and sit down. I don’t look at her. “Leave it, Nad. Please.”


Maybe an older person might have noticed the need to drop the subject, heard the flat surrender in my voice, but Nadia is only seventeen. “You’re amazing. I’m not kidding you. I honestly thought you were a fucking recording. Why haven’t you played before?”


The inside of my mouth feels like it will crack. My lips are stuck together as if I have varnished over both of them and the gap between them has disappeared. Only David knows why I won’t play in public; can’t play, even for him.


I put my elbows on the table, cover my eyes with my fingers and press hard. It loosens my mouth. “I got kicked out of music college.”


“No way.”


“When I was nineteen. I don’t talk about it. I never have.” Except, I think to myself, to David—and even when I tell David, I only tell him parts of it.


I stuck out like a sore thumb all my life. Carrying a cello around everywhere you go isn’t really something you can hide. I didn’t fit in anywhere until I got to music college. There, finally, I was completely normal. More than normal: for once, I was good at something that other people wanted to be good at too. That hadn’t happened at school; no one cared about music there—the badges of honor in the sixth form were hockey or tennis or, the ultimate, getting a boyfriend with a car. I didn’t excel in any of those. I didn’t even compete.


At music school I did, finally, find a boyfriend. A boy as studious as me, as shy and quiet. A boy with black straight hair and white straight teeth. A boy who slept with my best friend on what was already the worst day of my life.


“I was thrown out,” I say to Nadia when the memories become too much. “I didn’t even do my second year.”


I press my fingers down on the kitchen table to try and keep calm. My fingernails glow white from the blotchy pink skin around them.


“So what? You’re fucking awesome. Play anyway.” Nadia is away with the idea. She is too young to understand that life doesn’t always let you have what you want.


“It’s not what I’m good at. I’m a restorer and a maker. Not a performer.”


She is shaking her head slowly. Nadia wears black eyeliner, thickly painted, across the outside edges of her eyelids. It tapers to tiny flicks and makes her already almond eyes even more striking. Her father is Arabic and she takes her coloring and bone structure directly from his side of the family. Her mother is a tall, thin European with a marked sense of style. Nadia has the best of both parents. “College isn’t everything,” she decides.


“Isn’t it?” I’m short of breath, uncomfortable with the subject. I wish she would just go home.


“It really isn’t. They don’t know shit.” She tries smiling at me. “So you never play in front of anyone else? Not even David?”


I shake my head. I wish it were otherwise.


“Do you want to?” Nadia has a way with the truth that’s like an arrow. Sometimes her perception amazes me.


I want to play for David, almost more than I want anything. I’ve tried counseling; I’ve tried therapy. I’ve sat in front of him—motionless behind the cello—trying not to cry, until he finally took the cello from me, held my hands in his, and begged me to just be happy with what we have.


When David finally leaves his wife and we set up a home together, I know—in a fundamental way—that it will all be fine. I will be able to play for him and he will sit, content, and listen.


“So anyway, your secret’s out now,” says Nadia.


I still have a mental picture of David and I jump, worried that she knows.


“You’re a brilliant player. Awesome.”


At college, Nikolai Dernov had despaired of me. He was the most eminent professor in our conservatoire, his reputation as a musician and a teacher rippled across the world. In my second month there, I was picked for his personal master class: Nikolai Dernov’s famed quintet. I remember trembling as I read the pale orange slip of paper in my pigeonhole, telling my mum on the phone in awed tones. Only the very best played for Nikolai.


We crowded into a small rehearsal room as summoned; the heating was up too high and the air was thick. There were six of us when there should only have been five: one of us was playing for survival from the first draw of the bow across the strings. I probably would have been too frightened to stay at all if it hadn’t been for the smile of the dark-haired boy with the viola.


The creased and photocopied sheet music that had been in our pigeonholes with the invitation was Mozart’s String Quartet no. 5 in D Major. Even though he’d clearly picked a piece we should be familiar with, Nikolai could not possibly have known that I had spent a three-day workshop that summer, organized by my youth orchestra, playing just that piece. I could almost play it with my eyes shut.


As soon as we started to play, the heat of the room, the claustrophobic shyness, and the weight of what was expected of us disappeared. I swept through the bars and codas, my head moving with the music, my eyes closing in happiness when the other instruments melted into a perfect liquid sound around me.


As I soared into my favorite part of the piece, Nikolai rapped on my music stand with the side of his hand. The stand wobbled and the air was suddenly silent, the room so quiet that the sheet music made an audible shh as it slithered onto the tiled floor.


“Is this a quintet I am building here?” Nikolai roared. “Or is it a solo showcase for one musician who does not know the meaning of ‘together’? A player who is too proud to be anything but the star?”


The other players stared at me from around the circle, their bows lifted from the strings, their fingers frozen where they had been when Nikolai had broken the spell.


I didn’t care what Nikolai said next as long as he didn’t expect me to talk back. No one had ever spoken to me like that in my life and I had nothing to say. My other tutors, conductors, mentors, they had only had praise for me, had only ever talked about my talent.


I clenched my teeth to stop my lips from trembling.


“And the rest of you. While this girl needs to learn to listen, the rest of you need to learn to play like that. I have never seen sight-reading like it.”


I looked at my feet, burning with shame. I should have told him that I wasn’t sight-reading—that I knew the piece like the back of my hand—but my mouth was frozen, my words numb.


To the right of me, the boy with the dark hair edged the tip of his viola bow towards me. It was a tiny gesture of solidarity, a minuscule proof that he didn’t hate me, even if Nikolai was using me to humiliate the others.


And then it wasn’t me who Nikolai asked to leave. It was the only other boy in the group, another cellist. We would be a “viola quintet”: two girls playing violin, the dark-haired boy and a Scottish girl on viola, and me. The single cellist imposter.


Each rehearsal after that, I fell a little bit more in love with Shota, the boy with dark hair. And each rehearsal, Nikolai became more convinced that he’d picked the wrong cellist.


Nikolai Dernov was the last person I played in front of. He would wholly approve of my terror at playing for an audience, any audience. In my darkest dreams on the loneliest of nights, I still hear the rasp of him clearing his throat in disgust.
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When Nadia has gone, I sit at the kitchen table with my laptop and try to work out how long David will have to be away. Maybe it’s all blown over and he can come home.


No such luck. The story has made it to the UK. The same banner headline, this time in English, runs across the screen: Who was he? Paris Mystery Superhero. Online news sites are making much of the girl’s Islamic clothing, tying the lack of rescue into the rise of neo-fascist groups across Europe. It’s nonsense. I would love to be able to call the reporters and say, “You weren’t there. You don’t know how it felt, how the slow motion played out and how we were all rooted to the spot.”


I want to shake the orange-faced newsreader and scream at him that David jumped first because he’s that kind of guy. That everyone there wanted to help, just as I did, but that not everyone there was David.


When I navigate my way to a French website, a bilingual news channel, there are calls for the mystery man to be honored, for his gallantry to be recognized by the government. For the first time, there is a clip from the camera in the front of the train, the same chilling view that the driver had. It is worse even than I remember.


I wonder if David has seen it. He is in Spain trying to avoid exactly that. His teenagers have been unplugged from the internet and the whole family is being distracted from the TV. I wince at the thought of their togetherness and wonder whether it includes the children’s mother.


Last year Nadia set up a Twitter account for the shop; she is in charge of it and tweets pictures of interesting instruments or links to music she’s found online. The account is permanently logged in on my laptop and I open it up.


David is an actual hashtag. I don’t know how I feel about that. I’m certainly surprised and—at first—amused. His reaction to #hérosmystère is going to be very different. This is exactly what he was worried about. And then I see what has happened. There was a silly, made-up day being celebrated on Twitter. It called for everyone to #BeaSuperhero and, from all over the world, people have put up examples of how they joined in, of what they did. David jumped onto a train track and saved a woman’s life. It couldn’t be worse timing. I hover the mouse over the words and click on the hashtag. #hérosmystère is trending. It is the main topic of conversation in places as far-flung as Canada, Belgium, and Vietnam. David will be mortified.


The last few days have heaped event on top of event and I am exhausted. My bedtime ritual is the same whenever David and I are apart, but now I carry it out with even more rigor. I check my mobile for messages, in the unlikely event that the sound was turned off. I check the house phone and its answering machine and dial through to the shop and check that one. I tell myself that I’m keeping up with business, making sure I haven’t missed anything while I’ve been out, but even I know that’s a lie.


There are no messages from David.


*  *  *


In the morning I drive over to my shop. I could have walked, but the whole incident with Nadia has left me weak, shaken. The car smells of quality leather and its dashboard is softly backlit, subtle. David chose this car, although I insisted on paying for it. We pored over car magazines and websites, for all the world like any other couple, discussing and comparing. We thought of all the things we might need to put in the car: double basses, dusty tools, and cobwebbed wood. We squeezed each other’s hands at the page in the catalog that mentioned car seats and dog guards; things that will, one day, decorate our lives together.


Every time we drive this car anywhere, it paints a vivid picture of the normality that will be ours. It helps. Even driving it by myself reminds me of him. This car has far more class than one I would have chosen.


This small town is chocolate-box pretty, its heart is old—surrounding a market square that, when I was a child, still had cattle pens and auctions in it—and it spirals out to green fields and ancient hedges. Nowadays, the town is tidier and more genteel than it was. There are a lot of older people here; partly because it’s so quiet and partly because the rising market has priced out younger families. I’ve been here—on and off—for most of my life and I like the quietness. Most of the people my parents knew have, like them, died by now. People I grew up with who are still here—and there aren’t many of them—don’t really bother with me, much as they didn’t at school. I spent too much time with my cello and not enough time socializing. I didn’t think I needed too many friends, and that has never really changed. Around when I thought I might leave for good I met David, and stayed because it’s near the Eurostar terminal.


*  *  *


I love my shop. It is a long way from the direction I had planned to take, the one I worked towards my whole life. But it is all my own work. Every day I open the door with a sense of my own achievement. I inhale the smells of varnish and wood shavings and I am strong and capable.


The shop is quaint. It is essential to my trade that it is like stepping back in time, that customers feel connected to history. The carpet is a nostalgic shade of country-house red and the expensive lighting run was designed, specifically, to give all the benefits of high-tech reproduced daylight.


The shop counter is a long glass cabinet, at least a hundred years old. It must once have stood in a tailor’s or a dressmaker’s shop. The front and sides are clear glass and the top red leather, complete with the nicks and tears of its story.


Nadia is good at keeping the shop counter clear. She will, with just a little reminding or—sometimes—cajoling, clean the instruments, dust the shelves. She leaves the backside of the counter, below the glass and behind the bow cases where the customers can’t see, absolutely filthy. I pick up a handful of drying orange peels and go to throw them away.


The work computer is on the counter above the bin. I tell myself I am going to check the work emails, look at the accounts.


It takes seconds to check the email and then Twitter distracts me from the accounts I was never really going to open. #hérosmystère is worse than it was; it’s #mysterysuperhero now too and the UK is chattering with it. This must be tearing him apart.


I am constantly aware of the burden David carries in order to juggle these lives without hurting anyone, but there is nothing I can do to help. I leave him in Spain, dealing with it methodically and in his own calm way. It takes a lot to spook David.


I relax my eyes and blank out the computer screen; its content goes hazy, harmless when it has no decipherable words. The walls of the shop, lined with violins, come into focus around it. I force my thoughts away from the internet, away from David splashing around the pool at a Spanish villa, laughing and playing with his children.


The parade of violas, hanging by their scrolls, segues without incident into the violins. The violins are mainly full-size. There are forty-three at the moment and they move through an autumn of colors: reds, burnt ochre, gold-toned browns, and dark maroons that make customers think of chestnuts and old polished furniture.


There are eight three-quarter-size violins, just a little smaller than the others. These are for children or very small players but they are antiques, valuable instruments for children too talented to play on something of a lesser quality.


Nadia was once one of these children and that’s how we first met. I struck up a surface-level friendship with Nadia’s mother back when they started coming into the shop, back when everyone was just beginning to understand the breadth and depth of Nadia’s talent.


We chatted, her mother and I; we dug into the unseen parts of each other’s lives, at least as much as is polite. I don’t think it was long before she began to suspect that my boyfriend might be someone else’s husband and that, really, was that.


Nadia’s mother and I dance around each other but nothing ever develops. We exchange Christmas cards and a bottle of wine. The invitations to come for supper dried up long ago. I am not one of those single women whom people seek to heal anymore.


I went on a girls’ night out with Nadia’s mum and her friends once. I hadn’t anticipated the straightness of them, the conformity, the soul-destroying responsibility they felt towards their children’s success and the smooth running of their homes. It exhausted me just to talk about it. In response, I had a little too much to drink and was perhaps not as careful as I normally am when I outline the peculiar paradigm that exists between David and me. They didn’t invite me again.


I like the children who come in for the tiny, but expensive, instruments. They are bright and able and have parents who tune their own lives out in favor of the needs of their little prodigies. These children are always nicely dressed and, for the most part, faintly eccentric, a little off-the-wall. These are the kind of children I would like to have. My parents and I were so different, almost apologetic, when we went into a music shop. My parents worked hard to get me the lessons and the instrument I wanted, but they never belonged in that world, it was always alien to them. A little bit of that has rubbed off on me. My train of thought slams abruptly back to David, back to the #hérosmystère. Children are the real crux of this matter; his children, our children. If his family are forced into a corner by this publicity, David and I will be denied the civilized space we had dreamed of—a peaceful time where he appears to live alone after leaving their mother and then, after a tasteful pause, meets the English lady, the violin maker. If that can’t happen, his children may even hate me. My own overly cosseted childhood hasn’t prepared me to deal with angry teenagers, injured children.


I was shy to the point of disability as a child. I wore my cello like armor, hid behind its shield and let it speak for me. I kept myself busy practicing and poured all my anxiety into my music instead of working on human relationships. Not much has changed.


In the shop, the cellos lean against a wall. The display is the same as for the other instruments; they start full-size, the same height and width as mine, and they teeter down to children’s instruments.
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