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For my family





OCTOBER 2014 London, UK


I became a different person only because I walked around a corner I hadn’t intended to.

Until that moment, I hadn’t ever considered doing what we did that day, and neither had Dad. It was a spontaneous decision, a spur-of-the-moment thing, simply because the van happened to be parked there, around the corner next to the card shop.

‘I forgot – I told Patrick I’d pick up a birthday card for his nephew.’ I tugged Dad’s arm away from the entrance to the tube, just steps from the museum where we’d spent the afternoon. ‘I think there’s a place nearby. I’ll only be a minute.’

He frowned. A fine drizzle was settling on his glasses. My feet burned from inching past Aztec artefacts, the cafe’s cake selection hadn’t been up to scratch; we were definitely done for the day, but the shop wasn’t far. Two minutes, grab something colourful with a number five on it, then back to the tube. Dad would get the train to Chichester, I’d go home to Peckham, and we’d both get through another Saturday night, another twenty-four hours in this strange new life without Mum.

Dad rolled his eyes. ‘Go on then, Jessie, be quick.’

Countless times I’ve wondered if I would have ever found out if not for turning the corner that day. If I’d bought a card somewhere else, the day before, like I’d said I would. If Patrick had been more organised and done it himself. If the van hadn’t been on that particular street on that particular day.

It’s perfectly likely I’d have gone my whole life never knowing.

Maybe Patrick and I would still be married. Maybe I’d be head of department at St Mary’s Comprehensive. Maybe we’d have a baby on the way. There’d still be that hole in my life, yes. But it would be my life, at least. My life.

Instead we took a left turn and saw the van. And that’s the moment, right there. That’s the moment I became someone else.




PART ONE


You may agree with women’s lib

But what would be your view

If you came home to your liberated wife

And she gave you the washing to do?

Would you change places with your wife

And do her daily chores?

She has to do them all her life

Cleaning windows, clothes and floors.

‘A man works harder than his mate’

Oh surely that’s not true!

Each works in their appointed way

With certain things to do.

So let us say each works as hard

As he or she is able

One earns the money to pay for the food

The other sets the table.

A Man’s Nightmare, by J. L. Hale of Haydock, Merseyside, printed in the Liverpool Echo, 1976








FEBRUARY 1976 London, UK


SYLVIA

‘Feminism,’ Roger said, each syllable thick with scepticism. ‘Been done to death, hasn’t it?’

Sylvia had been prepared for the snort of derision from Clive, the amused smiles from the other men around the room, Valerie’s unfathomable gaze. But she’d also been prepared to stand her ground. She would not be cowed on this one; she would look her commissioning editor in the eye until he gave her a good enough reason to turn her story down. If only she didn’t feel so damn nauseous. She really didn’t have the stomach for a fight today.

‘Hardly,’ she said. ‘And certainly very little about Switzerland. They’re barely getting started with sexual equality. I mean, it’s only five years since women got the vote at national level. They were the last democratic country in the Western world to get there.’

‘Liechtenstein,’ Clive said.

‘Excuse me?’

‘Liechtenstein still doesn’t have women’s suffrage. So Switzerland wasn’t the last country in the Western world.’

‘That’s a tiny principality, it’s hardly the same thing.’

She saw Clive mutter something to Ellis and they both laughed. She turned her gaze back to Roger. The less she looked at Clive’s overstuffed face, the better.

Roger lit another cigarette and took a long drag. His shirt was crumpled, tie askew. Broken capillaries sprawled over his nose. In front of him on his desk, his usual mug – its British Press Awards logo fading and chipped after too many washes – was releasing pungent wafts of coffee mixed with whisky, only exacerbating Sylvia’s queasiness.

‘You’ve found someone to interview?’ he asked.

Sylvia looked down at her notes. ‘Yes, a woman named Evelyne Buchs. She’s part of a campaign group out in Lausanne, in the French-speaking part. They’re very active. She’s already agreed to talk to me.’ She’d come across the woman’s name when she was scouring the paper’s cuttings library for a spark of an idea, something to finally make Roger give her a damn break. Tucked away in the World News section of an edition from the previous summer had been a small article about an event in Geneva for International Women’s Year 1975, and Sylvia’s attention had been caught by the passionate words of one of the attendees, a young radical Swiss feminist called Evelyne Buchs.

Roger blew a long plume of smoke up to the ceiling where it joined the cloud that was a permanent fixture in this room. He shook his head. ‘I don’t know, Tallis. There could be a decent story in it, but I’m not sure the budget will stretch to sending you out there.’

She swallowed down a knee-jerk reaction. Was he joking? It was common knowledge that the paper wasn’t short of a bob or two. Max had only recently come back from the Winter Olympics in Innsbruck. Marnie had spent a week in Italy last October following around Elio Fiorucci for a profile piece in the fashion pages, coming back with a new calf’s skin handbag and a tan. And she knew the rumours about how much they’d offered veteran war reporter Ellis to poach him from Reuters last year. They could damn well afford a return flight to Switzerland and some meagre expenses.

‘I think it’s a good idea,’ Max said. Her head flicked in his direction and he gave her an encouraging smile, though she caught a hint of mischief in his eyes as he continued. ‘You know, comparing the situation of Swiss women with what’s happened over here in recent years. Are British women really better off with this whole liberation thing?’

‘That wasn’t exactly the angle I was going for,’ she said, careful to keep her voice even. ‘I want to explore why Swiss women still haven’t achieved the same legal rights as us on abortion, on maternity leave, on discrimination and equal pay, why their society is holding back and what they’re doing to change it.’ If she could only stop the waves of sickness washing over her, she’d be arguing this a lot better.

‘But isn’t this all a bit… political for the women’s pages?’ Clive waved his hand in the air as if brushing it all away. Sylvia saw, with some satisfaction, that his jowls wobbled as he did so. ‘I mean, sex tips and clothes and… menstruation,’ he almost whispered the word, ‘that’s what our female readers want to hear about, not all this vulgar bra-waving. We’re not the bloody Guardian.’

‘How do you know what women want, Clive, have you grown breasts?’ Valerie said, and the room descended into titters. Sylvia threw her a grateful glance, but the columnist didn’t return it. She knew better than to presume anything Valerie said came from a place of female solidarity – any support she offered was likely only a by-product of self-interest. ‘However, much as I fail to agree with my esteemed colleague,’ Valerie continued, her eyebrows firing disdain at Clive, ‘I do think Sylvia’s such a little whizz with her regulars and so marvellous at helping the whole team that I’m not sure we can spare her for a foreign trip.’

Little whizz? ‘I can handle this on top, no problem.’ She kept her eyes on Roger, willing him to listen to her. She could see him wavering. He knew it was a good idea. He knew it.

‘I’ll think about it,’ he said.

‘But—’

Roger held up his hand. ‘I said I’ll think about it. Now, Max, did you get anything juicy out of that gay ice dancer in Innsbruck?’



The sickness dogged her all day. It made her head spin when she stood up from her desk. It sat in a dull ache in her stomach as she walked down Fleet Street, the air thick with the metallic tang of exhaust fumes. It made her legs shake as she negotiated the raised walkways of the Barbican, her heels echoing off the concrete walls. She wished she could go back to last night and refuse Jim’s suggestion that they try that new restaurant in Clapham Junction. It occurred to her now that she was likely to see that prawn cocktail again.

‘Tea, dear? You look like you need it,’ Marjorie said.

Sylvia accepted and sunk into the dusty pink velvet of the armchair. The window from the fifth-floor flat looked out over the site where the Barbican Arts Centre was due to emerge, years late and over budget, if the construction workers, so keen on striking, ever finished the job. Ellis was writing a longform piece about that right now – the sort of meaty news feature she could only dream of. Of course, she had done much of the legwork – interviewing contractors, researching background material – but she wouldn’t get a joint byline, not with the famous Ellis Barker, who wouldn’t deign to share the glory with an underling like her.

‘Marjorie makes the best cuppa.’ Victor had crepe-paper skin and oversized ears, but the eyes he fixed on her were surely as bright as they had been half a century ago.

‘Here you go, dear.’ Marjorie handed her an elegant china mug with a portrait of the Queen on it and sat down on the sofa next to her husband. Sylvia flipped open her notepad, fished a pen out of her bag and smiled at the two of them. Fifty years together and they looked like they were made that way. Like owners and their dogs, she thought, an unwelcome image of Jim’s mother and her Jack Russell popping into her mind; after a while, they begin to resemble each other.

‘So, how did you two meet?’

After so many months of writing the ‘golden oldies’ weekly feature, she had a good idea how the conversation would go. She knew what kept couples together for half a century – not blind devotion, not butterflies in the stomach, but compromise, patience, humour and a stoic tolerance of even the most unlovable of little habits – but something always cropped up that surprised her. There’d been the couple who’d recreated their first date on the same day every year for the past fifty; the man who said he once joked he’d only marry a left-handed woman – and then met his left-handed wife-to-be the very next day; and the 89-year-old who told her the key to not arguing was to stuff your mouth with marshmallows so you physically couldn’t speak. Sylvia had already decided to present Jim with a bag of marshmallows on their wedding day, just to kick things off in the right direction.

However, although she didn’t dislike writing the feature, it wasn’t exactly why she became a journalist. It wasn’t why she’d suffered through tutorials with Dirty Dan, Oxford’s lecherous lecturer, or why she’d turned a blind eye to her student paper’s ‘prettiest undergraduate’ competitions so that the editor, a belligerent third year from Eton, wouldn’t refuse to publish her work.

Give it time, she’d told herself, when she started interviewing the wrinklies. Give it more time, Jim had said a few months down the line, when the political magazine he worked for gave him his first cover feature and she was still drinking tea with Marjories. Fucking bad luck, Max said when her feature ideas got rebuffed by Roger again and again.

After more than eighteen months in her role as junior features writer, Roger was yet to commission a story she’d pitched. It might have begun to make her think she wasn’t good enough. But she had a first from Oxford and a portfolio of student writing that had won her a place on a graduate trainee scheme with a female acceptance rate of just 5 per cent. No, she knew she was good enough. The problem was something else – and she knew exactly what.

‘You’ve been hired primarily to write women’s interest stories, Tallis,’ Roger had said after a few months, when she enquired, as politely as possible, why he always rejected her ideas. ‘Any other junior would give their right arm to cover Ladies’ Day at Ascot or the Chelsea ruddy Flower Show, but you’re always pushing for something else. Don’t be so bloody serious.’

Sylvia thought he’d missed the point on purpose. She didn’t have a problem writing for the women’s pages, but it was archaic to assume this meant covering only fashion, flowers and celebrities. She admired Valerie for having moved the conversation on in her decade-long tenure as the so-called ‘Queen’ of the paper, writing in her witty, biting way about once-taboo subjects including infidelity, sexual satisfaction and domestic sluttery. But Sylvia didn’t want to write about any of that, either. She wanted to write about the big political and social issues that impacted women’s lives. Issues she, as a woman, was interested in. With her Switzerland idea she’d thought she had a good chance – yes it was serious, but what could be more female-focused than a feature about women’s rights? And yet still it didn’t look like Roger was going to budge. Well, neither would she – she wasn’t going to stop pitching features that actually mattered.

‘When’s your own big day, dear?’ Marjorie asked when the interview came to an end, nodding to Sylvia’s hand.

‘Oh, next year some time.’ Sylvia twisted her ring around her finger. ‘We haven’t fixed a date yet.’ She’d be happy with a registry office and a Marks & Spencer dress, but Jim wouldn’t hear of it. You only get married once; it’s got to be a big bash. At least that meant he’d help organise the silly thing.

‘Well, we wish you all the luck in the world,’ Marjorie said. She patted Victor’s knee. ‘You’re going to need it.’

‘Thank you,’ she smiled. ‘Can I use your bathroom before I go?’

The toilet lid had an avocado-green shagpile cover; the loo roll was hidden under the voluminous skirt of a plastic doll. Sylvia peed, wiped, stood up. The smell of air freshener was cloying. She washed her hands and steadied herself against the sink as another wave of nausea hit her, sweat beading on her forehead. Oh God, no. She lifted the toilet lid again and promptly threw up.



It had to be last night’s prawns. She hurried back to the office, stopping only in the chemist to get some paracetamol. It took her a few minutes to find the right section. Shampoos. Deodorants. Sanitary products. Her mind paused, discarding a thought as lightly as it landed in her head.

‘Roger wants to see you,’ Max said, when she got back to her desk. His eyes were bloodshot after what she imagined was the usual three-hour lunch break in the pub. Just a few sharpeners, he always said. The sort of social boozing that worked tongues loose, ensuring stories were told, career-enhancing friendships were made and gossip was shared.

She knocked on the door of Roger’s glass-walled office and he beckoned her in.

‘Tallis. You look peaky.’

‘I’m fine.’ His office was airless. With no windows and the heating ramped up to combat the February chill, the air felt stagnant and smelt stale, a bilious blend of body odour, fags and vegetable soup that made her want to run to the toilet again. The same thought she’d had in the chemist popped into her head again, more vocal this time, insisting its presence, like Max with a shorthand notebook and a sensational headline ready to go.

Roger gestured to the chair in front of his desk. It was just about the only surface not covered with paper. It spilled out of box files stacked in dense rows along the floor-to-ceiling shelves behind his desk, it lay in piles on the industrial-grey carpet, ostensibly propping up the glass walls, and it smothered his desk: rival papers, opened envelopes, an overflowing in-tray of letters and board-meeting minutes neatly typed by Janice. She wondered if he ever read them.

‘I’ve thought about it,’ he said.

‘I’m sorry?’ Her head was full of Marjorie and weddings and avocado-green toilet lid covers and how many days it had been since—

‘Your pitch. Five years on from women’s suffrage in Switzerland.’

Her head cleared and she focused fully on her commissioning editor.

‘June, you said the first vote was?’ he continued.

‘Yes. They were granted suffrage in February 1971, and first voted in a referendum in June.’ She picked her fingernails behind her back. Was he going to…?

‘I know you want this, Tallis. And I know you’ve paid your dues around here. So I’m commissioning you. Go off to Switzerland and bring me back a damn good piece, okay? We’ll run it before June.’

Sylvia couldn’t help her eyebrows from shooting up. ‘Really?’ Her head felt woozy, but she wasn’t sure if it was the shock or the nausea. ‘Thank you, thank you so much,’ she managed.

‘When can you get out there?’

She mentally ran through her diary and discarded anything she found. ‘Next week? There’s a rally in Bern I’d like to go to on 6th March.’

A smile twitched at his mouth. ‘Good. Ask Janice to book you a flight to Geneva. Expense the hotel. And make sure you get all your regulars done before you go. Oh, and I’m not throwing in a photographer so borrow the office camera and get some shots yourself, okay?’

‘Right, yes. Absolutely.’

‘And Tallis?’

‘Yes?’

‘Take a decent coat. Bloody freezing country.’






JUNE 2016 Montreux, Switzerland


JESS

I smooth down the wrinkles on my shirt and run my fingers through my tangled hair. The back of my neck is slick with sweat. It’s probably only 25 degrees, but the sun feels even stronger after the grey, humid day I left behind in London. It’s just a few hours since I was there, but already it’s as though I’ve stepped into another life. Back home, right now, commuters are dodging puddles whilst running for the tube, heading home on a crammed Northern Line train that smells of cheap burgers and wet dog and armpits. But after only a short plane journey, an hour’s train ride and a ridiculously expensive taxi up a steep hill from the station, I’m standing on a doorstop in Montreux in the blazing sun, looking out over a vast lake fringed by hazy mountains and dotted with sailboats, as if the tube and puddles don’t exist at all.

I watch the taxi drive off down the hill and rummage in my handbag for a pocket mirror. I dust off the crumbs and give it a rub until I can see a square of my face in it. Dark smudges under my eyes. A spot brewing on my chin. Nose red from the heat. I look older, wearier, than I did when I picked up this little carved mirror from a Thai market stall on my honeymoon five years ago. Hardly surprising. I lick my finger and rub the mascara from under my eyes. There’s little else I can do about my appearance right now. I ring the doorbell.

‘You made it! Bienvenue. Welcome, Jessica.’ The woman sticks out her hand. ‘I’m Julia.’ I see glossy dark hair and olive skin. She’s wearing a vivid pink cardigan – in this heat? – over a cream camisole, with black cropped trousers. I smell her perfume when I step forward to shake her hand, my sticky palms meeting her cool skin. ‘We’re so pleased to have you here.’ Her accent is lyrical, singsong, and makes me smile back.

‘I’m glad to be here,’ I say. ‘Please call me Jess.’

I wheel my suitcase along the tiled floor of a corridor and into the main room, a large open-plan kitchen-living-room that’s probably bigger than my entire flat in Peckham. I take in two plush, cream sofas, a capacious Bosch fridge with one of those ice-maker thingies I’ve always coveted, and a painting on the wall that’s the sort of abstract stuff Patrick likes to mock: two swirls of red and a blue dot. Bet it cost a fortune. To the right, sliding glass doors lead out onto a terrace with a table and chairs beneath the shade of a tree. Beyond, I can see houses dotting the slope for half a mile down to the lakeshore, where a ferry is just sliding into port, a white V dissolving in the water behind it. On the far side of the lake, mountaintops are etched against the sky.

I’ve never even owned a place with a garden, let alone a view like this.

In Peckham, the bedroom looks out over a patchwork quilt of small gardens belonging to the neighbours, while the living room faces the road and the row of Georgian houses the other side, unaffected by the Second World War bombs that took out our side of the street, later replaced with solid but uninspiring apartment blocks.

‘Better to live in the ugly house rather than have to look at it,’ Patrick had said when he’d convinced me that third-floor flat should become our first home together. I wonder if my tenant now thinks the same. I wonder if Patrick’s found himself a nicer place.

I take a step forward, drawn to the scene. ‘Wow. That’s amazing.’

Julia laughs. ‘Go out if you want to.’

I step through the door onto the terrace and Julia joins me. We stand there for a moment, both gazing at the view. Down below, the sun glints off the water and I hear a bass rhythm coming from a tourist ferry – some kind of party boat, perhaps. I can’t think of anything to say and it strikes me that this is like an awkward first date. Something about her poise, the confidence oozing from her, makes me feel I’m likely to say the wrong thing.

‘Is this your first time in Switzerland?’ she asks, and I feel relief that the silence is broken.

I nod. ‘Is all of it this pretty?’

She laughs. ‘Yes, I suppose it is.’ She proffers a packet of cigarettes and I notice her nails are beautifully manicured. ‘Do you smoke?’

I smile and take one in answer. I think how disapproving Patrick was about it, and how I actually managed to give up for a time, back when we were trying – that awful word. But in the last few months I’ve needed it more than ever.

‘We only smoke out here. And I’d prefer you not to do it when the kids are around, okay?’

I nod again. ‘I want to give up anyway.’

Julia smiles. ‘Don’t we all?’ She slides into one of the wooden chairs and invites me to do the same. ‘You’ll meet Léa and Luca soon. Michel has taken them to the zoo, but they should be back in about half an hour.’ She looks at her watch. ‘And you’ll have tomorrow to settle in – I’m not expecting you to start immediately. But from Monday we will both be at work so they’re all yours.’ She inhales on her cigarette and I notice, with an unexpected sense of satisfaction, tiny lines appear around her mouth.

‘I’ve prepared rough lesson plans,’ I say. ‘But of course I’ll adapt to what you want us to do and what suits them best.’

Julia waves the smoke away from our faces. ‘The main thing is to get them speaking more. I want them to go back to school in the fall with a higher level of English than they have now. How you achieve that is up to you.’

‘Right. I’ll do my best.’

‘You don’t have to do formal lessons. You will have a budget and you can take them out, explore, do things. There’s a lot nearby for kids. I’ve put some tourist brochures in your room. And of course you don’t know the area, so it’s a chance for you to get to know it too and have fun. It’s summer, n’est-ce pas?’

Excitement flickers inside me, a long-dormant feeling unfurling like a leaf in spring. I think how reluctant I was when Maggie first touted the idea of me doing this. My godmother was usually right about most things, but I had serious doubts about this particular suggestion. Did I really want to take a job looking after someone else’s children? It felt like rubbing my face in it. But I was a teacher, I already spent my life around kids, so surely I could cope with a couple more? And I needed to do something with my semi-enforced sabbatical from St Mary’s instead of sitting in Maggie’s garden drinking endless cups of tea. Plus, the money was good.

But, really, it wasn’t any of that. It was Switzerland. The place I’d imagined in my head for the past two years, ever since those tests threw up so many questions; the place I now felt compelled to be, in the hope that it might provide me with some answers.

‘I’m still not sure why you need me, though,’ I say. ‘I mean, your English seems fantastic.’

‘Thank you,’ Julia says, and I can tell she’s pleased. ‘But we’re not native English speakers and we don’t speak it at home. The kids learn it at school, but I thought employing a native teacher over the summer holidays would give them the…’

‘Upper hand?’

‘Exactly. We want them to get a good start in life. English is so important.’

I think of my basic French, which never got past ‘Où est la gare’ and ‘Je voudrais un café s’il vous plaît’.

A tune echoes in the back of my mind: Mum, at her laptop, humming a French song to herself, and I feel the familiar ache.



A key turns in the lock and I hear a gabble of voices in French chatter their way down the corridor and into the living room.

‘Elle est arrivée, elle est arrivée!’ The girl is a miniature version of her mother. Dark hair in a long plait down her back. Deep brown eyes. Skinny. Picture-pretty.

‘En anglais,’ Julia says.

‘Hello,’ the girl says to me. ‘My name is Léa.’ I say hello back and suppress the thought that always comes to me when I meet someone else’s kids: if I’d had a daughter, would she have looked like me?

‘And this is our son, Luca.’ Julia nods to a little boy who comes up to stand shyly behind Léa.

‘How do you do, Luca?’ I say, and he giggles and turns away from me, burrowing his face into the legs of a tall man who enters the room after the children. They exchange a few words in French before the man steps round his son and onto the terrace to shake my hand. ‘Don’t worry about him, he’s always shy with new people. I’m Michel. Bienvenue. Good to meet you.’

‘And you.’ He looks a bit older than Julia and yet he has the same poised, unflustered demeanour. Quite a feat after spending a day at the zoo with two under sevens.

‘I’m glad you made it. Was the flight okay? I heard there were some delays on the trains today.’

‘Fine, thanks. I didn’t have any problems. Doesn’t transport here always run on time?’

‘That’s a myth,’ Michel says. He bends down to kiss Julia, putting his left hand on her shoulder. She reaches up and squeezes his hand and I see their wedding rings – matching gold bands. My ring finger got so used to being occupied that sometimes I think I’m still wearing it, the way amputees get phantom pains after they no longer have the limb.

‘How would you know, you never take the train! He drives to work, while I get the train.’ Julia rolls her eyes. ‘But it’s true, they are late sometimes.’

Their ease with each other is so familiar. That was Patrick and me, once, before everything.

‘Shall we open a bottle?’ Julia flashes Michel a smile. He nods, then squeezes himself through the kids who are still staring at me from the terrace doors.

‘You like animals?’ Léa asks in precise but heavily accented English.

‘Very much.’

Léa claps her hands. ‘We go to the zoo again with you?’

I look at Julia and she nods. ‘Absolutely,’ I say. ‘You can show me your favourite animals.’

‘What’s your favourite animal, Léa?’ Julia says.

‘Les éléphants.’

‘Ah, me too,’ I say, and she beams back.

‘Éléphant, éléphant,’ she chants as she runs away from us into the living room, Luca chasing after her.

‘They are a bit excited today,’ Julia says. ‘First day of the holidays. Eight weeks off. They will calm down.’

‘No problem.’ I think of Nicky in Year 9 at St Mary’s who set fire to the boys’ toilets on the final day of term before Easter. ‘They seem great.’

Michel returns to the terrace with a bottle and three glasses. ‘To welcome you.’ He smiles. ‘This is local. A Chasselas from Lavaux, just over there.’ He pours the wine with one hand and gestures to our right with the other. In the distance I see vines strung in orderly terraces along the hillside.

I didn’t know Switzerland had vineyards.

Excitement flickers again, sputtering into life like a creaky old banger. Not for the wine, but for the prospect of discovering so many more things I didn’t know about this place. I have eight weeks to do things that are new. Eight weeks away from the flat that held me prisoner with memories, away from the job that failed to distract me from myself, away from the hollowness of so many endings.

Maggie was right about this. I need to be here. I need a temporary respite from everything back home in a brand-new country – and of course it had to be this country.






FEBRUARY 1976 London, UK


SYLVIA

After a reluctant Saturday afternoon in the office, Sylvia squeezed herself onto a packed tube carriage. Over the shoulder of a fellow passenger, so close she could see dandruff speckling his dark coat, her eye caught a story on the front page of The Times:

STARS LINE UP FOR LAST NIGHT AT OLD VIC


After nearly 13 years, the National Theatre Company takes its final bow at the Old Vic tonight in view of its move to…



The doors opened at Embankment and Sylvia was propelled out of the tube and up into the cold, early evening air. She took the steps up to Hungerford Bridge and there it was on the other side: the Denys Lasdun building, which was to be Maggie’s new workplace, its Brutalist towers an unapologetic presence on the South Bank. She walked across the bridge, down Waterloo Road and into The Cut, breathing in the buzz of a city supercharged by Saturday night fever.

London always filled her with such excitement. It was a living, breathing, capricious thing, with all the unpredictability of an errant teen, and she adored the sense of possibility it offered. It flooded her body like a drug, one she’d badly needed after growing up in the Home Counties, where the only possibilities were a Saturday job as a waitress in a cafe followed by a warm white wine in the George & Dragon, thanks to a landlord who turned a blind eye to minors.

But tonight her excitement about her new commission and her best friend’s final show as an usher at the Old Vic was dampened by her still-lurching stomach and a nagging voice in her head telling her: this isn’t food poisoning, and you know it.

The foyer of the Old Vic was packed. Smoke curled up to the ceiling, enveloping the chandelier in a haze, and the room hummed with an energy born of the collective anticipation of hundreds of people. As she weaved her way through the crowd, she was impressed to spot the great actress Sybil Thorndike, still turning heads at ninety-three, while the Chancellor, Denis Healey, stood at the bar talking to another besuited man Sylvia didn’t recognise. She caught Jim’s eye and waved, and the news was out of her almost as soon as she’d reached him.

‘Switzerland?’ Jim leant forward as though he hadn’t heard her properly.

‘Isn’t it exciting?’

‘It’s bloody brilliant, Syl. Roger finally caved to your genius. But what are you writing about, the origins of fondue?’

She slapped him lightly on the arm and smiled. ‘As if.’ She took a drag on her cigarette and blew it out slowly, savouring the moment of revelation. ‘Women’s rights, five years on from national suffrage.’

It wasn’t often she rendered Jim speechless. She put her head back and blew out smoke to the ceiling. ‘Your face is a picture.’

He laughed. ‘I never thought Roger would go for that. Well done, Syl, I’m impressed.’ He held out his glass. ‘To my fabulous fiancée.’

She clinked her gin and tonic against his. ‘Thanks, Jim.’ She knew he meant it.

Thank God Jim wasn’t one of those men who thought his wife’s place was firmly in the kitchen. Sylvia didn’t know how her friend Gilly put up with that. Nor Polly, Oxford-educated but treated like a fashion accessory by Alan, who only seemed proud of her if she wore designer clothes and kept herself in full make-up at all times. Each to their own, Sylvia supposed. She was pretty certain her friends were happy with their husbands, but she never would have chosen such a man herself.

Jim – wonderful Jim – had supported her career ambitions right from those early days working together on the student paper. Of course, back then it was partly because he wanted to get into her knickers. Most of the men she met at Oxford had seemed to want that; not, she knew, because she was any more attractive than anyone else, but simply because men far outnumbered women and they would take whatever they could get. That was surely why, in her first week at St Hilda’s, they’d been subjected to a lecture by the college chaplain about showing restraint.

She’d wondered at the time if the male freshers had received the same advice.

But unlike the other boys, Jim hadn’t felt the need to bring her down a peg or two simply because she was a woman with the cheek to show ambition. He’d liked her. He’d liked her writing. And it was both of those facts that eventually enabled him to get into her knickers.

She recalled lying in his college bed on a Sunday morning, breath visible in the frigid air, plotting their futures in parallel: they’d both move to London, apply for internships, trainee schemes and junior reporter positions, work hard, get promoted. Everything they wanted was in sync until the issue of children came up. So many heated conversations hashed out under the covers, or picnicking in Christ Church Meadow, or drinking in the Eagle and Child, as she gradually brought broody Jim round to her way of thinking. They’d have children, but only when she was ready: when her career was at a suitable point, when they could afford childcare so she could go back to work. Because she knew, with utter certainty, that if she had a baby too early, her much dreamed about career would diverge from that twin track and go down a different path entirely.

A flash of colour and a familiar hairstyle brought Sylvia out of her thoughts. She stuck out her hand and grabbed Maggie’s arm, pulling her towards them. ‘There you are!’

‘You made it!’ Maggie kissed them both and clapped her hands.

‘Wouldn’t have missed it for the world. You okay? Not too emotional?’ Sylvia could practically see her flatmate’s nervous energy emanating off her. She seemed heightened somehow, as did everything in the room – the laughter shriller than normal, the colours more vivid, the clothes extra glamorous for this special gala performance.

‘A bit. But just wait ’til curtain down and I’ll be bawling.’

‘I’m sure everyone will. It’s the end of an era.’

‘And the start of something,’ Jim said.

Maggie’s eyes shone, and pride rushed through Sylvia. Years of ushering and studying part time at St Martin’s and it was all about to pay off. One last show here, and then later in the year, Maggie would be starting the job she’d wanted for so long. Her future was finally on track; a messy, creative, fulfilling future surrounded by paint pots and fabric and set designs at that new concrete behemoth on the South Bank.

The bell rang loud and shrill. ‘I have to go. I’m meant to be in there.’ Maggie jerked her head towards the doors of the auditorium. ‘Enjoy. And don’t wait up – I’m going to the after-show.’

Sylvia watched her sidle through the throng and then the crowds in the foyer began pushing past her and Jim – terribly sorry, do excuse me – shimmying shoulder to shoulder up the stairs, past the ushers tearing tickets and towards the auditorium.

Sylvia knocked back her drink, took a last drag on her cigarette and followed the hordes into the darkened theatre. When the house lights went down and Peggy Ashcroft stepped onto the stage, a trickle of sweat rolled down the back of Sylvia’s neck. What had she done? What had she done to her own future?
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I’m having my doubts already. I’d thought fifteen years of teaching literature to kids who would rather look at their phones than listen to me meant I could handle any child just fine, but of course they’re far harder to control when they’re out of the confines of a classroom.

‘Luca!’ Léa runs after her brother, who’s just charged down the ramparts, and I trot after the pair of them.

‘Shall we see the dungeons?’ I say. We’ve done the fancy-dress workshop and the face painting. Please let the dungeons entertain them for a while longer.

‘What is duggons?’ Léa’s face is smudged with brown streaks the face painters thought depicted a dirty peasant. I wonder what immaculate Julia would think of her daughter looking like this after only one day in my care.

‘The place where they keep the bad people.’

‘Can we put Luca there?’

‘I’m afraid not.’ I shake my head, though some part of me agrees with the suggestion. He didn’t seem too crazy back at the house under his parents’ gaze. But today he’s manic, running everywhere, whining, crying, chattering non-stop. Maybe he’s testing me, or maybe he’s just excited to be out, away from parents and pre-school and routine.

His behaviour looks all the worse next to Léa, who’s clearly seven going on twenty-seven. I liked her immensely from the moment she took my hand this morning and announced she was taking me to Montreux town centre to show me around, but could I drive? I said I would, and that we should take Luca too, and she reluctantly agreed in a manner that suggested she had a choice in the matter, but would do me a favour this time.

It’s chilly beneath the vaulted stone ceiling of Chillon Castle’s underground prison. I read from my guidebook and find the name Byron carved into a pillar, supposedly put there by the poet himself when he visited the castle two hundred years ago. Léa pretends to be interested, nodding solemnly as I read. Luca’s momentarily cowed into silence by the imposing room, until his sister whispers something to him and then he’s crying. I don’t need to speak French to know she’s threatening to leave him here. It’s clear we’re all castled out.

We walk back over the drawbridge and wander down the lakeshore a little way to sit on the wall and eat our picnic. Cheese and gherkin sandwiches, apples, and a fizzy drink called Rivella that Léa says is her favourite. The castle sticks out into the lake next to us. Whichever medieval bigwig built it certainly knew how to pick a spot: in front of us, the lake is flat calm, and the mountains on the other side meld shade upon shade like some perfect watercolour painting. I understand now why ladies in the nineteenth century came to Switzerland to cure their ailments. Not because of anything miraculous in the water – though it does look clean enough to drink – but because of this: the heady fragrance of the flowers decorating the promenade’s verges, the ducks bobbing on the tranquil lake, the solid bulk of the Alps a constant, comforting backdrop. It’s like I’ve stepped out of reality and into a picture book by a Swiss Enid Blyton. It’s summer, I have Michel’s credit card, Julia’s car and free reign to explore, my only task being to gently impart some of my own language onto two already semi-bilingual children.

It’s just what I need right now. My cure.

If only that’s all it was.

Fear swells in my chest and I fix my eyes on the reflections in the water until it dissipates. It’s only my first day on the job and yet I’m already thinking about what’s ahead, about what I might find out if I let myself. I exhale a long, shaky breath. I don’t need to do anything straight away. I don’t need to do anything about it at all, if that’s what I want. It’s entirely possible that, when it comes down to it, I simply won’t have the guts.

‘Where do you live?’ Léa says. She’s finished her sandwich and is munching on a packet of paprika crisps.

‘London. The capital of England.’

‘Where the Queen lives?’

‘Yes. Well, it’s a big city, but yes.’ I wonder if the Queen has ever been to Peckham.

‘It is nice?’

I nod. ‘It’s busy. Exciting. Wonderful.’ How else to describe the city that’s been so much a part of my life to a seven-year-old Swiss who has never been?

‘How old are you?’

‘Thirty-nine.’

‘You have children?’

I shake my head. It’s not a loaded question coming from her, so I don’t mind. Unlike the countless people who have asked me that, or a version of that, in recent years. A harmless enough question on the face of it, but one that’s usually dripping with subtext: Why not? What’s wrong with you? Don’t you want them?

Sometimes I’m tempted just to tell them the truth. Yes, I want to say. I want children so much it’s like a physical pain, but after five years of trying and several failed rounds of IVF, my husband and I have separated, so my chances are slim, don’t you think?

But it’s against social etiquette to say things like that, to make people feel awkward even though they were the one probing for gossip, so I just smile and brush it off. Oh you know, perhaps one day…

‘You have a husband?’ Léa asks.

‘Nope.’ An easier response than ‘sort of’.

‘Why?’

I look out into the lake. There’s a question. ‘Because life doesn’t always turn out the way you want it to,’ I say.

Léa continues eating her crisps and I think she’s got bored of questioning me. She kicks her feet against the wall. ‘Maman says you can do whatever you want if you work hard,’ she says after a minute, and I’m impressed by her sentence structure.

I finish my Rivella and look at her. ‘If I had a daughter, I would say exactly the same to her.’ Even if it’s not true.

A wail turns both our heads to Luca. He’s dropped his sandwich in the lake. A duck makes a beeline and starts pecking at it. A gherkin slice detaches and bobs about on the surface.

‘Arrête, arrête!’ Léa shouts, fingers in her ears, but Luca cries even harder.

I get off the wall and go to comfort Luca with the remaining bit of my own sandwich, but he continues to look at the duck and cry.

‘Life doesn’t always do the way you want,’ Léa says to her brother with a glint in her eye, and I raise my eyebrows, pleased but also perturbed that I’ve taught her such a phrase.

‘Turn out the way you want.’ She may as well get it right.

I pick Luca off the wall. ‘Come on, let’s go home.’



I let us into the house and Léa runs to the living room and throws open the terrace door. ‘Salut, Maria!’ she yells as she dashes past the kitchen.

Maria calls something after them in French and I pick out the word glace. I hear ‘Oui!’ from the garden and the sound of splashing water. They’re already in the paddling pool.

‘S’il te plaît!’ Maria calls back, her pleading for politeness falling on deaf ears. She pulls a tub of chocolate ice cream out of the freezer and gestures towards me. ‘You want?’

‘No, thank you. Merci,’ I say. Given Maria is from Spain, maybe I should have said gracias. Not that I’d get any further in Spanish than in French, so I’m forced to demonstrate that fact by conversing in English to a Spaniard who has never visited England and yet still manages to speak my language far, far better than I could ever speak hers. If I’d grown up here, I could be like Julia and Michel, speaking two or three languages as though it was the most natural thing in the world. Instead I grew up in a country that doesn’t promote language learning and expects the rest of the world to compensate for that. Out here, I’m quickly realising just how embarrassing that is.

I deliver ice cream to the kids, making a mental note to clean up the inevitable mess before Julia gets home, then I return to the kitchen where Maria is chopping vegetables for the evening meal. I offer to help but she won’t hear of it. I’m the teacher and nanny, she’s the cleaner and occasional cook, and our roles don’t overlap. I can just hear Patrick taking the piss out of this whole set-up, and me, for being part of it. The thought makes me smile and I long to pick up the phone and tell him about it, though I know I shouldn’t. Despite what he did, he’s still the person I want to tell everything to.

Maria finishes chopping and washes her hands, wiping them on the apron pulled taut over her ample belly. She’s short and round and all soft edges, reminding me of Erika. I only vaguely remember what my nanny looked like but I do recall her essence – the rounded wholesomeness of her, her scent of home cooking and perfume, her exotic foreignness. Was she Danish? I can’t remember. But I know I adored her, that I only tolerated seeing her leave at the end of the day because it meant I got my parents back for a few short hours before another day started.

‘What are you cooking?’

‘A tagine, with chicken,’ Maria says.

‘Do you always cook for them?’

She shrugs. ‘No. Only sometimes. They busy people. Work and work. Julia ask me to prepare dinner if she know they not home until late.’

There are more than two million foreigners in Switzerland, I read on my phone last night whilst lying in the double bed of the guest room between cotton sheets with a thread count that would make my bank balance weep. That’s a quarter of the whole population. I wonder how it feels to make a life in a country that’s not your own; to arrive for a job and then stay for a lifetime. Do you always feel as foreign as I do now?

‘Why did you come here, Maria, if you don’t mind my asking?’ I pinch a carrot from the chopping board.

Maria smiles. ‘Is better here. I make more money. There was no work for us in Toledo, and a friend who live here offered Filipe a job.’

‘Filipe is your husband?’

She nods. ‘He is concierge for two apartment blocks in Montreux.’ She gets a tin of tomatoes out of the cupboard and selects two small jars from the rack above the hob. The heady spice of paprika catches in my throat as she shakes it into the hot pan. ‘And you? Why you come to be teacher here?’

‘I’ve taught in England for years,’ I say. I bite into the carrot, forcing nonchalance. ‘But I just wanted a change.’

Maria raises her eyebrows. ‘But this is only for the summer. What happens after?’

‘I don’t know yet.’ I think of John Peacock calling me into his office, the humiliation of standing in front of the headmaster and being unable to stop the tears running down my face, his visible awkwardness as he addressed the concerns of my colleagues over my mental well-being, and the complaint of a student – Sally Brightman, daughter of a governor, of course – after that awful incident when I’d nearly slapped her in front of the whole class. I never would have done it, I’d told myself afterwards, but I knew it was too close for comfort. I never used to let them rile me like that. But then lots of things in my life weren’t as they used to be, and it seemed Patrick’s actions had finally broken something in me.

‘Look, I don’t want to pry into your personal life, but it’s clear you’re going through a tough time, and I don’t like to see my staff burn out,’ Peacock had said. ‘It’s nearly exam season, term’s just about over. Would it be useful for you to have a sabbatical next year? Have a breather, sort things out? You can start right now; I can find cover for your final classes this term. I’ll hold your job open for a year. You’re a long-serving member of staff and we don’t want to lose you. What do you say?’

I knew it wasn’t really a question.

Maggie picked me up a week later and took me back to her place in Bath. I’d called her first because I knew she was the most able to pick up the pieces of my broken life and attempt to put me back together again. My fairy godmother. If only she could wave a wand and make everything all right. I can picture her now, probably pottering about the garden, pruning flowers, forgetting next to which bush she’d left the cup of Earl Grey she made herself half an hour ago, her mind already on her next theatre job. The cat will be stalking birds in the flowerbeds, or, if it’s too hot and he can’t be bothered, he’ll be flaked out on the cool soil, a slight movement in his tail his only response should Maggie call his name.

The thought comforts me. A familiar scene, carried out repeatedly for years, unchanged by whatever else is happening in the world. The Middle East in turmoil, Europe voting in populist leaders, my life turned on its head… but Maggie will still be deadheading the dahlias. That’s why I went to her after Peacock shepherded me away from the school, and not to Dad, caught up in his own web of denial and grief, who refused to talk to me about everything that had happened to our family.

Maggie’s constancy, her intrinsic optimism, her quiet support was what I needed. But her pragmatic side wouldn’t let me wallow for long.

‘It’s been long enough and this can’t go on, it’s destroying you,’ she said. ‘Go and find out what you need to know.’

She’d got on the internet one evening, searched for teaching jobs in Switzerland, and by the time I’d cooked us dinner she’d found me three to apply for. She’d tucked into the lasagne and looked at me. ‘Well?’

Could I go? I didn’t know, but I knew I had to do something. A huge question mark had hung over me for nearly two years, infecting every aspect of my life, destroying my marriage and damaging my career, until there I was, licking my wounds at Maggie’s – and I wouldn’t find the answers I needed there. But then there was Dad, my kind, loving father, who’d begged me to leave it be, and I couldn’t bear to hurt him any more than he had been already.

‘He doesn’t want me to do this. He thinks I’m… I don’t know, overreacting or something.’

‘No, he doesn’t. He’s simply pretending it hasn’t happened because he doesn’t know how to deal with it,’ Maggie said. ‘He’ll be okay. I’ll talk to him.’

‘And Mum?’ I’d asked more quietly. That was at the heart of it. Would she have wanted me to go there, to try and find out what happened?

‘Darling girl, what about you?’ Maggie had said. ‘If you’re going to sort yourself out, you need to deal with what’s churning around in your head. And I think your mum would want you to do whatever it took to be okay again.’

Tears pricked the back of my eyes. ‘You think so?’

‘She just wanted you to be happy, darling – and so does your dad, even though he’s not very good at saying so out loud.’ She smiled, her face creasing into the crow’s feet begot from years of laughter and joyful times, many of them with her best friend, whom I knew she missed almost as much as I did.



Julia and Michel arrive together at around eight o’clock. Maria’s gone. The kids are dry and sitting in front of an animation in English that I’d loaded onto my iPad back home, the paddling pool now free of chocolate ice cream. I’m sitting on the terrace reading my guidebook.

I look up when the door opens and nerves flicker in my chest. It’s weird being employed in a household. Like I have to wear my work face at all times. No sitting in your pyjamas picking your cuticles in front of the telly. No reading all evening and ignoring the people you live with. Patrick hated both of those habits.

Michel peers into the oven at the tagine that’s been cooking for a good couple of hours now. ‘That smells so good! Bonsoir, Jess. All okay?’

I nod and close my book. Julia greets me and then goes over to the kids, but they barely look up from Frozen. She rolls her eyes. ‘You finish this and then no more.’

Léa nods without taking her eyes off the screen.

‘Sorry, should I not…?’ I say.

Julia waggles her head and makes a little pouty gesture with her mouth. ‘It’s okay. I don’t normally let them watch much television, but I’ll make an exception for English programmes. Part of their learning.’ She gives me a tight smile. ‘Anyway, tell me what you’ve done today.’

I recount our trip to the castle, the face painting and Byron and the picnic by the lake.

‘Excellent. And what have you learned today?’ Julia says to the kids.

‘Duck!’

‘Dungeons.’

Julia laughs. ‘It’s a start.’ She slips into a chair and lets out a little sigh. She looks tired; there’s a tinge of red rimming her big brown eyes, and strands of her glossy hair have slipped out of the neat chignon she put it in that morning. For some reason it pleases me to know she doesn’t sail through her working day untouched.

‘Long day?’ I say.

‘Always.’ She slips into a chair. ‘We have this big event on in a couple of months and there’s so much to do.’

I did ask her what she does but, as with most jobs that aren’t the kind that pop up on a school careers advice questionnaire, I haven’t really understood it exactly. Something to do with sport and sponsorship and event planning. One of those jobs that, when you’re a kid and you’re considering what on earth you might do with your life, it never occurs to you to choose because you’ve never heard of it. It’s always fascinated me, as someone who made an unimaginative career choice, how people end up in such obscure professions.

‘But you don’t have to do all of it yourself.’ Michel sits down next to her. ‘She does far more for her boss than she should,’ he says to me and Julia shakes her head.

‘It’s my job.’

He puts his hand on hers and gives it a gentle shake. ‘Yes, but you let yourself get taken advantage of sometimes.’

Julia smiles and rolls her eyes at me. ‘He thinks he knows everything.’

But despite their gentle chiding of each other, I can see the affection between them and I feel a hard knot in my throat at the sheer perfection of this whole family. The stable, mutually supportive marriage, the two beautiful children, the successful careers, the lovely home… I was meant to have this by now. But instead it’s like a hand came out of nowhere and slapped my life off its axis. I ache to go back to before. I want the comfort of marriage, the certainty of my parents’ love, the stability of St Mary’s, the prospect of a family of my own. But I don’t have any of that now.

I don’t even know who I am anymore.



That night, when everyone else is asleep, I pull out the folder from my suitcase and put it on the bed in front of me. My accumulated research from the past two years. It’s not much because I haven’t had a lot to go on. The tests posed the question, but didn’t give any hints to the answer. The hospital in Lausanne was little help, claiming there was no paper trail, though I’ve always wondered if they were just covering their own backs. All I had was a potential name – Brigitte Mela. That’s all they could give me. The internet threw up very little of use, and of course I couldn’t ask Mum.

Grief slugs me in the gut as it always does when I think of her. Sometimes, even after four years, I fully expect her to walk in the door like nothing has changed. Her personality, her essence, remains woven into my every day, even though she’s not physically here anymore. But so much has happened since she’s been gone, and I’m glad she wasn’t here to see everything I’ve been through, that she didn’t know the pain of receiving those test results. At least she was saved from that.

I sift through the papers in the folder, even though I’ve looked at them a hundred times. My eyes slide over the DNA clinic’s letter, which I still find so hard to read, and printouts of emails from the hospital.

Please accept our sincere sympathy for your situation…

And then the newspaper article, the feature that Mum wrote after she came here in 1976. I pick it up and look at the photos: Evelyne Buchs standing in front of the Swiss parliament building holding a homemade banner demanding equality for women.

I’ve spent ages staring at that photo, hoping Evelyne can tell me something about what happened back then; hoping I can glean some information that would help. She’s the reason Mum was here in 1976, so maybe she knows something. She might even still be here. But so far I’ve found nothing about her online, and my scouring of the British Library only turned up a brief mention of her in a book about feminism in Europe. It seems she didn’t have much of an impact on the world beyond Switzerland, but I know how much Mum admired her when they met back then, because it’s evident in this article, which I downloaded from the newspaper’s online archive after much scouring of past issues. When I finally found it, I was overwhelmed to see it, to read the words Mum wrote about these women fighting for rights I know I take for granted, to see what she saw through the photos she took herself.

Mum was here. And while she was, something happened that changed the entire course of my life. Perhaps, if I can summon the courage, the next eight weeks will help me finally figure out what that was.
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