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    CHAPTER ONE




    Some stories are never meant to be told. Some can only be told as fairy tales.




    Once upon a time three girlfriends threw a little party for a fourth who had yet to arrive by the time the first bottle of Pinot Grigio had been downed. Walk with me now across the backyard of the neat suburban house, in this street of widely spaced heartlands, past the kid’s bike and baseball bat staged just so on the satin green lawn, up to the sweet glow of the kitchen window, and take a look inside. Three women, one dark, one blonde, the third a redhead – all in their prime, those tenuous years when middle age is held carefully at bay. There they are, sitting at the table, innocent of their unreality, oblivious to the story, naively breathing in and out.




    ‘Where is Lydia?’ says Amber, the blonde. She is a neat little package. Delicate features, Peter Pan collar dress, French tip manicure. ‘Where the heck can she be?’




    ‘We holding off on the sandwiches, right?’ says Suzie, the dark-haired friend. She didn’t have time to get changed before she came out. There is a splash of Bolognese sauce on her T-shirt. She made it in a hurry and left it for the kids and babysitter to eat. ‘These reduced-calorie Ruffles? Forget it, not going there.’ She pushes the bowl of chips away.




    ‘Should I call her again?’ says Amber. ‘I left three messages already.’ She closed up her clothing store an hour early to be sure to get everything ready on time.




    The redhead, Tevis, takes a small phallus-shaped crystal out of her pocket and sets it on the table. She says, ‘I had a premonition this morning.’




    ‘You see a doctor about that?’ Suzie, in her favourite khaki pants and stained T-shirt, sits like a man, right ankle on left knee. She gives Amber a wink.




    ‘You guys can mock all you want,’ says Tevis. She has come straight from work. In her pantsuit, with her hair in a tight bun, pursing her lips, she looks close to prim – the opposite of how she would want to be seen.




    ‘We’re not mocking,’ says Amber. ‘Was it about Lydia?’




    ‘Not specifically,’ says Tevis in a very Tevis way. She cups her hands above the stone.




    ‘You carry that around with you?’ says Suzie. Her hair is aubergine dark, a hint of purple, and has that freshly coloured shine. She plucks a carrot out of the refrigerator and peels it directly onto the table that has been laid with the pretty crockery, hand-painted red and pink roses, fine bone china cups and saucers with handles so small they make you crook your little finger, just like a real English high tea. ‘Don’t worry, I’m clearing this up.’




    ‘You better,’ says Amber, but she reaches across and scoops up the peelings herself. If Lydia walks in that second everything has to look right. She feels guilty about packing Serena and Tyler off to friends’ houses when they’d wanted to stay and say happy birthday to Lydia. Wouldn’t Lydia have preferred to see the children rather than have everything arranged just so? Amber tucks her hair behind her ears and pulls a loose thread from her sleeve. ‘Please say it wasn’t about her.’




    ‘Jeez Louise,’ says Suzie. ‘She’ll be working late. You know how she loves those dogs.’




    ‘Why isn’t she answering her phone?’ says Amber.




    ‘I didn’t wrap her present. Think she’ll mind?’ Suzie snaps off the end of the carrot with her front teeth. The teeth are strong and white but irregular; they strike an attitude.




    ‘I’m not trying to worry anyone,’ says Tevis. She puts the crystal back in the pocket of her tailored jacket. She is a Realtor and has to look smart. It’s not who she is. It’s what she does. As she herself has pointed out many times. But this is a town full of sceptics, people who buy into all that bricks-and-mortar-and-white-goods fandango instead of having their chakras cleansed.




    ‘Seriously,’ says Suzie, ‘you’re not.’ She loves Tevis. Tevis has no kids so you talked about other stuff. Suzie has four kids and once you’d talked about those and then talked about the other moms’ kids, it was time to head home and pack sports gear for the following day. Tevis being childless meant you felt a bit sorry for her, and a bit jealous. Probably the same way she felt about you. She could be dreamy, or she could be intense, or some strange combination of the two. And she was fun to tease.




    ‘Remember what happened last time?’ says Tevis.




    ‘Last time what? You had a premonition? Is it about Lydia or not?’ Amber, she is pretty sure, knows Lydia better than the others do. She got friendly with her first, nearly three years ago now.




    ‘I don’t know,’ says Tevis. ‘It’s just a bad feeling. I had it this morning, right after I got out of the shower.’




    ‘I had a bad feeling in the shower this morning,’ says Suzie. ‘I felt like I was going to eat a whole box of Pop-Tarts for breakfast.’




    ‘How late is she anyway? God, an hour and a half.’ Amber looks wistfully at the silver cake forks fanned out near the centre of the table. They were nearly black when she found them in the antiques store over on Fairfax, but have cleaned up beautifully.




    ‘And guess what,’ said Suzie. ‘I did. The whole freakin’ box.’




    Tevis takes off her jacket. ‘The air always gets like this before a thunderstorm.’




    ‘What?’ says Suzie. ‘It’s a beautiful evening. You’re not in Chicago anymore.’




    ‘I’m just saying,’ says Tevis. She fixes Suzie a stare.




    ‘Come on, Tevis, don’t try to creep us out.’ The cucumber sandwiches are beginning to curl at the edges. It is kind of dumb, Amber knows it, to have English high tea at seven in the evening. More like eight thirty now.




    ‘Yeah, let’s just hear it, girl, the last time you had a premonition . . .’ Suzie begins at her usual rat-a-tat pace, but suddenly tails off.




    ‘So you do remember,’ says Tevis. She turns to Amber. ‘Please try not to be alarmed. But last time I had a premonition was the day Jolinda’s little boy ran out in the street and got hit by the school bus.’




    ‘And you saw that? You saw that ahead of time?’




    Tevis hesitates a moment, then scrupulously shakes her head. ‘No. It was more like a general premonition.’




    ‘And that was – what? – two years ago? How many you had since then?’ Amber, her anxiety rising, glances at the Dundee cake, enthroned on a glass stand as the table’s centrepiece. It is mud brown and weighs a ton. Lydia mentioned it one time, a childhood favourite, and Amber found a recipe on the Internet.




    ‘None,’ says Tevis, ‘until today.’




    ‘You never get a bad feeling in the mornings?’ says Suzie. ‘Man, I get them, like, every day.’




    Amber gets up and starts washing the three dirty wine glasses. She has to do something and it’s all she can think of except, of course, calling Lydia again. But when Lydia strides through the door, that swing in her hips, that giggle in her voice, Amber doesn’t want to feel too foolish. ‘Damn it, I’m calling again,’ she says, drying her hands.




    ‘There’s no reason why it should be to do with Lydia,’ says Tevis, but the more she says it, the more certain she feels that it is. Only a couple of days ago, Lydia came over and asked for the tarot cards, something she had always refused before. Tevis laid the cards out on the mermaid mosaic table but then Rufus wagged his tail and knocked two cards to the floor. Lydia picked them up and said, ‘Let’s not do this,’ and shuffled all the cards back into the deck. Tevis explained that it wouldn’t matter, that to deal the cards again would not diminish their power. ‘I know,’ Lydia said, ‘but I’ve changed my mind. Rufus changed it for me. He’s very wise, you know.’ She laughed, and though her laugh contained, as usual, a peal of silver bells, it also struck another note. Lydia was intuitive, she knew things, she sensed them, and she had backed away from the cards.




    ‘Absolutely no reason,’ Tevis repeats, and Suzie says, ‘It’s probably nothing at all,’ which sounds like words of comfort and makes the three of them uneasy that such comfort should be required.




    Amber tosses her cell phone onto a plate. Lydia’s phone has gone to voice mail again and what’s the point in leaving yet another message? ‘Maybe she took Rufus on a long walk, lost track of time, forgot to take her phone.’ She knows how lame it sounds.




    ‘She could’ve got the days mixed,’ says Suzie, without conviction.




    ‘Suzie, it’s her birthday. How could she get the days mixed? Anyway she called this morning and said see you at seven. There’s no mix-up, she’s just . . . late.’ Lydia had sounded distracted, it was true. But, thinks Amber, she has frequently seemed distracted lately.




    ‘What the . . .’ says Suzie.




    ‘I told you,’ says Tevis. ‘Hail.’




    ‘What the . . .’ says Suzie again, and the rest of her sentence is lost in the din.




    ‘Come on,’ shouts Amber, racing for the front door. ‘If she arrives right now we’ll never hear the bell.’




    They stand outside on the front deck and watch the hail drum off Mrs Gillolt’s roof, snare sideways off the hood of Amber’s Highlander, rattle in and out of the aluminium bucket by the garage. The sky has turned an inglorious dirty purple, and the hail falls with utter abandon, bouncing, colliding, rolling, compelling in its unseemliness. It falls and it falls. The hail is not large, only dense, pouring down like white rice from the torn seam above. ‘Oh my God,’ screams Amber. ‘Look at it,’ Suzie screams back. Tevis walks down the steps and plants herself on the lawn, arms held wide, head tilted back to the sky. ‘Is she saying a prayer?’ yells Suzie, and Amber, despite the tension, or because of it, starts to laugh.




    She is laughing still when a car pulls off the road; the headlights seem to sweep the hail, lift it in a thick white cloud above the black asphalt driveway, and spray it towards the house. Tevis lets her arms drop and runs towards the car, her Realtor’s cream silk blouse sticking to her skinny back. The others run down too. It must be Lydia, although the car is nothing but a dark shape behind the lights.




    When Esther climbs out of the front seat, clutching a present to her chest, they embrace her in an awkward circle of compensation that does little to conceal their disappointment.




    Back in the kitchen, Amber sets another place at the table. Esther brushes hail from her shoulders, unpins her bun, and shakes a few hailstones out of her long grey hair. ‘Forgot I was coming, didn’t you?’ she says, her tone somewhere between sage and mischievous.




    ‘No!’ says Amber. ‘Well, yes.’




    ‘That’s what happens to women,’ says Esther. ‘We reach an age where we get forgotten about.’ She doesn’t sound remotely aggrieved.




    Amber, through her cloud of embarrassment and anxiety, experiences a pang for what lies ahead, fears, in fact, that it has already begun, at her age, a divorcée the rest of her life. She gathers herself to the moment. ‘The thing is, we’ve all been a bit worried about Lydia. Has she been working late? She’s not answering her phone.’




    ‘Lydia took the day off,’ says Esther. ‘You mean she’s not been here?’




    Nobody answers, as Esther looks from one to the next.




    ‘We should drive over to the house,’ says Suzie.




    ‘Wait until the hail stops,’ says Tevis.




    ‘We can’t just sit here,’ says Amber.




    They sit and look at each other, waiting for someone to take charge.








  



    

       

    




    CHAPTER TWO




    One month earlier, March 2007




    For a town of only eight thousand inhabitants, Kensington pretty much had everything: a hardware store, two grocery stores, a florist, a bakery, a pharmacy with a wider-than-usual selection of books, an antiques store, a Realtor’s, a funeral home. When there was a death in Abrams, Havering, Bloomfield, or Gains, or any of the other not-quite-towns that tumbled across the county, nobody would dream of calling a funeral home in the city. They would call J. C. Dryden and Sons, a business established in 1882, a mere four years after the founding of Kensington itself. If, as sometimes happened, demand was running so high that a funeral could not be accommodated in timely fashion, Mr Dryden would call the bereaved to advise personally on alternatives. Kensington was thus sought after in death, and if it was not quite equally sought after in life, real estate prices were certainly on the high side. A couple of Kensington’s stores were located on Fairfax but the majority lined Albert Street or turned the corner into Victoria Street. From Albert, the town fanned away on a gentle incline to the north, to the south reached down within five miles of the interstate, handy for those with a city commute, to the east was bounded by a thirsty-looking river, and to the west by the sprinkler-saturated greens of the golf course that eventually gave way to a forest of tamaracks, sweet gums, and pines.




    Lydia drove past the golf course on her way into town. Wednesdays she worked a half day at the Kensington Canine Sanctuary, a sprawling block of kennels and yards just outside of town that picked up mutts or had them delivered from ‘the area of darkness’; that was how Esther described the county, which had no other dog shelters at all. Four days a week Lydia worked until six in the evening, ordering supplies, cleaning kennels, training and handling, humping thirty-pound bags of Nature’s Variety dried dog food, eating Esther’s chicken rice salad out of Tupperware. But Wednesdays Lydia nudged Rufus awake with the toe of her sneaker at noon. He’d be sleeping in the office with his ears flapped over his eyes, and he’d stretch his butt up in the air, shiver his front paws, and shake his head as if he knew not what the world was coming to, then race ahead of her to leap in the back of the dusty blue Sport Trac.




    Usually Lydia scooped him out of the cargo box and set him on the front passenger seat but today she let him ride in the box with the wind streaming back his ears, so when she said, ‘Do you think I should stop seeing Carson?’ there was no quizzical face looking up at her, urging her to continue. She shrugged at the empty passenger seat and switched the radio on.




    She drove up Fairfax, past the sports field, playground, elementary school, and bed-and-breakfast and turned into Albert, parking by the bakery where she bought two toasted pastrami and Swiss paninis and walked up to Amber’s store, Rufus padding so close to her ankles she had a job to avoid tripping over him.




    The store didn’t close for lunch and Wednesdays Amber’s assistant went to hairdressing school in the city so Lydia always took sandwiches in.




    ‘Hey,’ said Amber, looking up from a magazine. She came around from behind the counter adjusting her skirt and her hair, touching her finger to the bow of her lip to make sure no lipstick had strayed.




    The first thing Lydia had learned, the first among many first things, when she had taken the job she had held, or that held her, for most of her adult life, was never to fiddle with any part of her wardrobe or makeup. Yes, they had taught her that explicitly, though there was much that they had not. It was a lesson she could hand on to Amber. Amber, who could not pass a mirror without checking it, who used a window if a mirror was not available, who was fearful of being looked at by everybody and terrified of being looked at by no one. But poise, Lydia had decided, was overrated. Only fools and knaves gave a fig about that.




    ‘You look great,’ she said. ‘New skirt?’




    Amber said that it was and probed Lydia for a detailed opinion, explaining that it was from a range she was considering for the store. Lydia wore jeans and a T-shirt nearly every day but Amber seemed to think she knew a great deal about clothes and fashion, which was not an impression Lydia was ever aiming to give.




    They sat on the repro fainting couch by the window. Amber had bought it, she said, for the husbands who became a little dizzy when they saw the price tags. ‘Though there’s nothing in here over four hundred bucks,’ she had added, a little wistfully.




    ‘I’ve got to show you these photos,’ Amber said now. She retrieved the gossip magazine from the counter. ‘This one was taken last week. And then here she is in the nineties. Doesn’t she look so different?’




    ‘Don’t we all?’ said Lydia, barely giving the page a glance.




    ‘Her nostrils are uneven,’ said Amber. ‘That’s always a telltale sign.’




    Lydia took another bite of her panini so she didn’t have to say anything.




    Amber started reading aloud. ‘“She may have had a lower eye lift and, judging by her appearance, her surgeon may have employed a new technique by going in underneath the actual eyeball – this reduces the risk of scarring and can have excellent results.”‘




    Lydia pulled a face. ‘Why do you read this stuff?’ She waved the sandwich at the stack of magazines on the coffee table.




    ‘I know, I know,’ said Amber. ‘It’s ridiculous. She’s definitely had Botox as well.’




    ‘Who cares?’ said Lydia. ‘Her and every other actress her age.’




    Amber tucked her hair behind her ears. Last year she had cut bangs and this year she was growing them out and her hair kept falling over her eyes so the tucking was a repeated necessity, but it had also become part of her repertoire of self-adjustments and taken on an apologetic quality. She laughed. ‘I don’t know why I read this stuff. But everybody does. There’s even a college professor comes in here and she spends more time flicking through the magazines than flicking through the racks. Guess she doesn’t like buying them herself, but what do you think she reads at the hairdresser’s? Not one of her professor books, for sure.’




    Lydia held a sliver of pastrami out to Rufus. ‘Well, we think it’s silly, don’t we, boy?’




    Rufus licked her fingers in assent.




    ‘Oh my God,’ said Amber.




    Lydia loved the way Amber said oh my God. It was so American. It reminded her of how English she felt after nearly ten years in the States, and that when everything else about her felt not so much hidden as worn away, her Englishness, at least, remained.




    Almost ten years. It was 1997 when she arrived – not only a decade but a millennium ago.




    ‘Oh my God, I’d forgotten – I’ve got these gowns in back I really want you to try. They are going to look so fabulous. I can’t wait to see.’ Amber ran into the stockroom, and Lydia watched through the open door as she shucked plastic-sheathed dresses off the revolving rail and laid them over her arm.




    When she’d arrived in Kensington, it was Tevis who had sold Lydia the house, but Amber with whom she’d first made friends. They had shared a table in the bakery, there were only four tables so you normally had to share. Over a cappuccino for Amber and an Earl Grey for Lydia they recognized in each other an instant acceptance, and Lydia, who for seven years had made only acquaintances, was relieved to give herself up to this inevitability. She was careful, of course, but after a few conversations, filling each other in on their backgrounds, there wasn’t much need for caution, and Lydia found herself wondering why, for so long, she had held back from everyone.




    That first afternoon Amber told Lydia about her marriage, to her childhood sweetheart, how he’d cheated on her with her best friend, how she’d forgiven them both because ‘it just kind of happened,’ they were attorneys in the same law firm and she was a stay-at-home mom and looked kind of schlubby most days, and how when she looked in the mirror she felt sort of guilty about the whole thing. She’d given herself a makeover, of course, and they did ‘date nights’ and talked and got a whole lot of issues out on the table, like how he hated her meat loaf and had never been able to say. And it had been sweet and dandy for a while, before she found out about another affair, with a waitress at their favourite ‘date night’ restaurant, but he said it was ‘only physical’ and she had forgiven him again. She’d cried about it anyway, as anyone would, and it was Donna who comforted her. Donna, her best friend. Who was still sleeping with her husband as probably everyone knew except Amber, who, when she walked in on them, in the moments before they noticed her, fought the urge to tiptoe away and pretend to have seen nothing. At the age of thirty-nine with two children and no career, it seemed more sensible to treat it as a hallucination than to face the howling truth.




    ‘You had to move out all this way from Maine,’ said Lydia. ‘I think I know why.’




    ‘I don’t know. Getting away from him?’




    ‘You were afraid you’d forgive him again.’ Lydia touched Amber’s hand.




    ‘Oh my God, you are so right. He was such a bastard. But’ – she shrugged a little apology – ‘he would have talked me around. Not the talk, more the way he walked, the way his jeans fit. I’m so stupid. Why did I stay so long? Really? Because I liked the way he moved, and I liked the way he smelled.’




    Amber emerged from the stockroom and Lydia made way so that she could set the dresses down on the couch, which Amber did with such tenderness that no mortician at J. C. Dryden ever took more care in laying out the deceased.




    ‘Ten gowns, three sizes, six-fifty wholesale. Tell me I’m not crazy.’




    Lydia wiped her fingers on the seat of her jeans before unshrouding the first offering. Closet, the store, turned over nicely on the staples of wraparound dresses, A-line skirts, and little beaded cardigans favored perennially by Kensington women, supplemented by the prom season business, flirty numbers in fuchsia and gold and white that retailed around $300, and formal floor-length durables that offered good bosom support and value to the Kensington matrons who invested for a silver wedding and expected, God willing, to be seen through to the diamond anniversary. The good women of Kensington were not short of a dime but wise enough to know that dimes didn’t grow on sweet gums and, besides, there was little occasion for occasion wear.




    ‘Wow,’ said Lydia, ‘gorgeous.’ Should she ask if the dresses were sale or return? She didn’t want to dishearten her friend. Inspecting the needlework would give her time to think, and she traced a finger around the embroidered neckline.




    Back when they had first met, Amber had poured out her story and it had seemed as natural and expected to Lydia as tea being poured from the pot. She hadn’t been able to reciprocate exactly, but had talked about moving to the States in her thirties with her husband, how exhilarating it had been to get away from stuffy England, how everything here had been both strange and familiar, and how the marriage had not worked out. She was expert at telling the story and when she was talking it didn’t feel like telling lies. No names and dates and places, best to leave that vague, just the weaving of little details – the novelty, for an English person, of having a flag fly over one’s own home, the thrill of finding Marmite in a grocery store, the way she’d picked up words and phrases she had never dreamed she would use, ass, hang it, darn.




    Over the weeks and months that followed there were questions, because when Amber wasn’t with Lydia the story reduced to a bundle of threads that Amber would gather and later hold out for repair. Lydia told her some things that were not true – that she didn’t have children, that was the worst, denying them got harder, not easier, over time, as if each telling made it more of a reality. Some things she said were true enough, for example, that her husband had been cruel. Amber never pushed too hard. And Lydia had done this professionally for a large part of her adult life – given moments to strangers that they treasured as candid and intimate, not knowing her at all. For this there had been no training, but it turned out that she had the gift. Amber and Tevis and Suzie were no longer strangers and they knew as much as she could let them, but in the early days what Lydia had supplied was a sense of taking them into her confidence, and they had supplied much of the material: assuming her husband had been violent, that he was a man of some influence, that she did not want to be found.




    Amber held the fitting room door. ‘Please,’ she said. ‘Try it on. I want to see.’




    ‘Why don’t you put it on?’ said Lydia. ‘This green is definitely your colour. You should take one for yourself.’




    ‘Oh, I tried them all already. I’m such a short ass, they don’t look right on me.’




    ‘Nonsense,’ said Lydia. ‘Stop putting yourself down like that.’




    ‘Quit stalling, and get your butt in here.’ Amber shooed her in.




    The dress was a pale green column with silver embroidery and soft ruffle flowers sweeping up diagonally that made Lydia think of Valentino, though of course the work was not as fine.




    ‘Come out here,’ called Amber.




    There was no mirror in the fitting room, because Amber said Kensington women were too quick and ready to make wrong-headed assessments without giving the outfits a chance: a few pins in the hemline, a switch of blouse, a scarf at the throat, could make all the difference.




    Lydia strutted out like a catwalk model, hand to hip, face set, head turning left and right. Amber applauded and whistled and then took Lydia by the shoulders and turned her to face the mirror.




    ‘Beautiful,’ Amber murmured, ‘just beautiful.’




    Lydia took a breath. Ten years since she’d worn a floor-length gown. There was a hot little hole in her stomach that she would not on any account pay attention to, focusing instead on equalizing the length of her inhale and exhale.




    ‘Fits like a glove,’ said Amber. ‘How about that?’




    ‘Not quite,’ said Lydia. ‘I’d take it in just a fraction on the hip.’




    ‘Know what?’ said Amber. ‘You’ve got to have it. It’s a present. I knew these gowns were going to look great on you, you have the figure, but I didn’t know how great. And I didn’t even know if I’d coax you into one. Thought I might have to get those jeans surgically removed.’




    ‘And when, exactly, would I wear it?’ said Lydia, examining herself in profile. ‘Not very practical for cleaning out kennels. Can you imagine if I wore it to one of Suzie’s cookouts?’ As soon as she had spoken she regretted it. She had just pointed out why Amber had been wrong to invest so heavily.




    Her friend gazed at her without speaking, her face frozen for a moment in its previous rapture, as if it had not yet received the bad news from her brain. ‘Oh,’ she said finally, ‘get Carson to take you somewhere nice.’




    ‘I will,’ said Lydia, rallying. ‘I’ll do that. Can I try the others on too?’




    ‘Of course,’ said Amber, sounding deflated. ‘Then pick out the best one. It’s on me.’




    They passed the afternoon with Lydia trying on one after another and when a customer came in the gowns were much discussed, two women even donning the dark blue taffeta and promising to come back the next day. Amber’s spirits were thus restored. By five o’clock they had cleared up and sat down with lattes.




    ‘How’s Serena?’ said Lydia. ‘And how’s Tyler getting on with the violin?’




    ‘Oh, I keep nagging him about practising but it’s a waste of breath. Serena’s up for a part in the school play – Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz.’




    ‘Fingers crossed,’ said Lydia.




    ‘If she doesn’t get it . . .’




    ‘I bet she does.’




    ‘Tap lessons, singing lessons, ballet class – but they all do, you know, it’s just so competitive out there.’




    ‘Wait until you hear. Don’t start worrying about it now.’ Lydia gestured at the rack where they’d hung the new stock. ‘Will you keep one for yourself?’




    Amber tucked her hair. ‘Oh, I don’t know. I might end up with a few more than that.’




    They looked at each other and started to giggle.




    ‘I mean,’ said Amber, between fits, ‘unless evening gowns become popular on the school run.’




    ‘You never know,’ said Lydia. ‘Stranger things have happened.’ She sipped her coffee and choked.




    ‘Not around here.’ Amber patted Lydia on the back. ‘When I was in high school,’ she said, her hand still resting between Lydia’s shoulders, ‘I was such a dreamer. I walked around in a dream. I was pretty but not spectacular, my grades were nothing to write home about, I had friends but I wasn’t Miss Popular, I wasn’t on any A-teams.’ She paused for a long moment, as if she had fallen back into the old dream. ‘But it was like I was carrying this big secret around inside of me, that I’d never tell anyone, only one day they would see it because inside I was just so special that the world, when I got out and lived in it, was bound to make me a star. I didn’t think I’d even have to try. It would just happen, it was bound to, I was sure. So I was never really paying attention to anything around me, I was waiting for my life to begin. When it did, I’d be wearing these fabulous dresses and people would be a little surprised at first and then they’d say, of course, Amber, we should have guessed. It would all be perfect. The dresses, the houses, the cars, the charming prince who would propose.’ She laughed and rubbed Lydia’s back, though she hadn’t coughed again. ‘What a doofus. Maybe I still am.’




    Lydia pulled Amber’s hand away from her back and held it between her own. ‘Listen, you’re not a doofus. All girls feel like that.’




    Amber smiled. When she smiled there was something touching about it. The way she showed her top gum made her look open to attack. ‘I bet you were more sensible.’




    ‘Oh, I was hopeless at school,’ said Lydia. ‘Thick as a plank, that’s me.’




    Amber ran up the road to get to the drugstore before it closed and Lydia waited a couple of beats after the door had shut before reaching for the pile of magazines. She pulled out the three that were from this week and rested them on her knee. First she centred her thoughts: she would not get upset either way. If she found what she was searching for she would tear out the page and put it in her purse to examine at home. If she found nothing, she would not take it as a blow but simply try again next week. She turned the pages and quickly discarded the first magazine. Then the second, then the third. Nothing. It was a blow. How could it not be?




    Her cell phone bleeped and she read the text message from Carson. Pick you up at 7. Ok? She texted back yes, and then Amber returned and said she’d bumped into her new neighbour and he’d asked her out to lunch next week.




    ‘Is it a date?’ said Lydia.




    Amber pulled at her blonde bob and straightened her skirt seams. ‘I guess. No. I’m not sure. Maybe he’s just being friendly.’




    ‘Will you go?’




    ‘Lunch is probably not a date. And he’s a neighbour. So I should go.’




    ‘What if it is a date?’




    Amber pursed her lips. ‘If it’s a date he’s outta luck, he’s too short for me.’




    ‘You’re all of five feet three.’




    ‘I don’t need someone tall, but tall enough, you know? So the gap is safe. Like if I wear heels it’s not a worry, and so if you kiss you know the angle’s going to be right.’




    ‘Ah,’ said Lydia. ‘Well, Carson is only a couple of inches taller than me. Think I should get rid of him?’




    ‘No!’ said Amber. ‘Don’t listen to me. I already told you how silly I am.’




    Lydia stood up, tipping Rufus to the floor and gathering her purse and cell. She gave Amber a hug and promised to call her tomorrow to analyze the lunch proposition further, by which time Amber might have gleaned more intelligence. She took the green dress, the first one she had tried, deciding she would drop off cash with Amber’s assistant to save them both the embarrassment of fighting over it now.




    It was a quarter of six by the time she got home and the air was a little chill but Lydia desperately needed to swim. The pool was unheated and she completed the first length underwater, turning her mind to ice. She swam steady lengths of crawl after that for thirty minutes, feeling nothing but the extension of her arms, the stretch in her back, the flex in her thighs, and the gratitude that always came over her for this release. When she had finished she stood for a moment in the shallow end facing the house. It was the first place she had bought in the States. The first she had bought anywhere. She had owned a flat in London before her marriage, but that had been bought for her. The house was a one-and-a-half-storey bungalow, with a low-pitched roof and deep eaves. It had square columns at the front and back that made it seem solidly rooted, and wood sidings that she had painted a soft dove grey. She had completed the job herself, politely declining all offers of help. A neat, modest home in a good neighbourhood at the north end of town, set in nearly a sheltering acre lined with maples and basswoods that made it invisible from the road and other properties, and Lydia had said, I’ll take it, before Tevis had got her upstairs.




    She climbed out of the pool, wrapped her towel around her, and went inside. In the kitchen she paused before her open laptop, knowing she could search the Internet and find what she had been looking for in the magazines. But if she started she would never stop. She had to keep the bargains she had made with herself.




    Lydia went up to the bedroom and turned on the lights. She peeled off her swimsuit and showered, and when she had dried her hair and pulled fresh jeans out of the closet she noticed the gown slung across the bed.




    She slipped it on and sat next to Rufus, who had made a nest for himself at the bottom of the comforter. She used a compact mirror to do her makeup, then swept her hair off her shoulders and fixed it in a loose chignon.




    As she stood before the full-length mirror, Lydia shivered. Despite the dark hair, despite the surgeon’s knife, despite the wrinkles wrought by the years and a permanent tan, she saw a ghost looking back at her that had long been consigned to the past. Slowly she turned and gazed over her shoulder. The dress scooped low to the waist. The flesh sagged, not much, just a little, beneath the shoulder blades. How horrible that would look in a photograph, where no blemish was ever forgiven, where you were only as strong as your weakest point.




    When the dress was hung away in the closet and she had got dressed properly in jeans and a crisp white shirt, Lydia opened a can of food for Rufus and held his bowl in the air.




    ‘I have a question for you,’ she said as he stood with his front paws on her leg. ‘Do I have to stop seeing Carson? He’s asking so many questions. It’s getting to be a pain.’




    Rufus panted eagerly, and tugged at her jeans with one paw.




    ‘You’re getting your dinner. But answer me first. Bark once for yes and twice for no.’




    Rufus barked three times.




    ‘Oh, useless,’ she said, setting his dinner on the floor. She gave him a pat. ‘You are a silly spaniel. And I’m talking to a dog.’








  



    

       

    




    CHAPTER THREE




    Grabowski had stopped for a Coke and a hot dog at a diner just off the highway when his cell phone rang again. This time he took the call.




    ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘how am I supposed to get any work done when you’re on my back the whole day?’




    ‘Hello, mate,’ said Gareth. ‘I love you too.’




    ‘What do you want?’




    ‘I’ve left you like a million messages. And you never ring me. Just want to know how the book is coming. Getting all the peace and quiet you need in – where is it – Pig Poke, Illinois?’




    ‘Arse Wipe, Arizona. I left a week ago.’




    ‘Not peaceful enough in Arse Wipe? Where are you now?’




    ‘On the road.’




    ‘Go back to Pig Poke or Arse Wipe or wherever, lock yourself in your room, and don’t do anything else, don’t even breathe, until it’s finished. Please.’




    Grabowski drained the Coke can and belched. ‘Can’t,’ he said. ‘That place gives me the shits. Got to find somewhere else.’




    ‘Don’t drink the water, then,’ said Gareth. ‘Drink bottled water. Don’t fuck around sightseeing, don’t turn it into a road trip.’




    ‘I’m not going back there. It gave me the creeps.’




    Gareth sighed. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘as your agent I have to advise you to get yourself back to London and get a bloody shove on with this book. Forget the big skies and desert and contemplation and all that artistic stuff. Just get it done.’




    ‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘easy. Just like that.’ He signalled the waitress for another can of Coke. Arizona had worked like an enema on his brain, cleaned it out completely. Since then he’d been driving around, looking for the perfect place, stopping to take photos sometimes, writing so easily in his head, losing the words again when he sat in front of a keyboard instead of a steering wheel. No, he didn’t want big skies and deserts, he wanted an ordinary little town, somewhere without distractions. But there were so many to choose from that he just kept on driving through.




    ‘No one’s saying it’s easy, mate,’ said Gareth, wheedling. ‘But think about it. We need this book to come out for the tenth anniversary. Eleventh anniversary doesn’t cut it, eleven’s got no marketing pull.’




    At the next booth a mother looked out the window while her toddler chewed through a packet of NutraSweet.




    Gareth went on. ‘Don’t get hung up on the writing – you know what they want. Few anecdotes, the first time you clapped eyes on her, tricks of the trade, all the old war stories you pull out in the pub. To be honest, no one’s going to give a toss about the text, as such. It’s the pictures everyone wants – “never-before-seen images of the Princess of Wales, taken by the man who knew her best.”‘




    Grabowski snorted. He shook a toothpick out of the dispenser and broke it in two.




    ‘All right,’ said Gareth, ‘not that line exactly. The publicist will cook it up. “Never-before-seen images of the Princess of Wales, from the private archive of the photographer who snapped the very first pre-engagement picture and documented her life and work.” That’s a bit long.’




    A pair of teenagers, girl and boy, spun through the door and slid together onto a red vinyl bench, tight as a slipknot. At the counter a trucker flicked out six dollar bills and tried to tuck them in the waitress’s blouse.




    ‘I’ve got to go.’




    ‘Do you have something to send me?’ said Gareth. ‘Send me whatever you’ve got.’




    ‘I’ll send you a postcard.’




    ‘Deadline’s in a month. Don’t let me down. Don’t let yourself down. You need the delivery money, remember. Divorces don’t come cheap.’




    ‘Thanks for reminding me.’




    ‘Where are you going? Are you coming home? You needed a rest, it’s good, you had a holiday, now come on back to work.’




    ‘What?’ said Grabowski. ‘I can’t hear you . . . Gareth, you’re breaking up.’




    The trucks that thundered down the highway made the hood of the Pontiac tremble as Grabowski unfolded and laid out the road map. He studied it, running his finger along the lines between the towns as if a picture might be revealed, like one of those dot-to-dot drawings. A low-slung customized Harley pulled into the lot, the biker a hard case in sleeveless denim, inked from shoulder to wrist. Grabowski reached into the passenger seat for his camera and fired off some shots. The biker ruined it by starting to pose.




    Grabowski turned his attention to the map again. Abrams then Havering, Gains, Bloomfield . . . there was no way to choose. Kensington, Littlefield . . . He ran his finger back. Kensington. He smiled. He folded his map, stowed his camera, and got into the car.








  



    

       

    




    CHAPTER FOUR




    1 January 1998




    One pays a premium for a sea view but on days like today I wonder why. Those tight-lipped waves rubbing at the pebbles, that mean grey emptiness beyond. A crashing surf, a raging sea, can lift the spirits. This blank indifference is always the worst.




    2 January 1998




    Patricia came down for New Year’s Eve. I tried to persuade her to stay in London with John and the kids but she wouldn’t be put off. I opened a bottle of champagne and we sat on the balcony wrapped in blankets staring into the dark. She said, ‘Brighton’s lovely, isn’t it? Sea air’s probably doing you good.’ I said, ‘For God’s sake, Pat.’ Then she cried. I apologized, of course.




    She wants me to move back up to London and live with her. John’s in favour, apparently, as are my niece and nephew. I blamed the work, said that we historians, we writers, need our splendid isolation, need to be alone with our thoughts. That seemed to cheer her up.




    I’m not getting much done.




    4 January 1998




    Yesterday I worked all day and had little enough to show for it. Two hundred words on the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty and some light revision of the Belgian Indemnities Controversy paragraphs. My mind is elsewhere.




    5 January 1998




    Illusions of Conflict: A History of Anglo-American Diplomacy, by Dr Lawrence Arthur Seymour Standing. How does that sound? Stuffy enough?




    My magnum opus. My legacy. My only begotten child.




    Nine years in the gestation, and doubtless it will be a stillbirth. If birth there is to be. Tom came down in December and took me out to lunch. I told him the manuscript is running at seven hundred pages and counting. He didn’t blink. ‘It’ll be great,’ he said. ‘We’ll throw a party at the Carlton, no, at the Reform. Maybe the Garrick, whatever you want.’ The bastard. He’s hoping I’ll die before it’s finished and that he won’t have to honour the contract.




    6 January 1998




    Have been working on my ‘bio,’ as Tom insists on calling it.




    Lawrence Standing was born in Norfolk in 1944 and educated at Marlborough College and Trinity College, Oxford, where he received a First Class Honours in History. After graduating he joined the Foreign Office and served in numerous foreign postings, including Turkey, Brazil, Germany, and Japan. (Should I spice it up a bit by talking about my brief innings as a spy?) In 1980 he left the Foreign Office to take up the role of Private Secretary to the Princess of Wales, a position he held until 1986. He continued to act as her informal adviser until the princess’s untimely death in 1997. In 1987 Lawrence returned to academia, completing a PhD in Anglo-American History and becoming a Senior Lecturer at University College, London. Lawrence was a keen sportsman, taking a blue in cricket at Oxford and running nearly every day of his life, until he was diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumour in March 1997. He died in 1998. He died in 1999. (Delete as appropriate.)




    8 January 1998




    Another wasted day. Fiddled with the ‘bio.’ Like writing my own obituary.




    12 January 1998




    Kept my appointment with Dr Patel though I couldn’t really see the point. She said, ‘Apathy is a common symptom with frontal lobe tumours. Are you experiencing any aggression, irritation, loss of inhibitions?’ I said, ‘Mind your own fucking business, bitch.’




    I didn’t, of course. I’m not sure Dr Patel can take a joke.




    I gave her a full report on the headaches, sickness, a touch of blurriness in the left eye. I told her I can’t smell anything anymore. She made a note.




    13 January 1998




    All I want to write about is




    What else matters?




    What have I done in my life that matters, except that?




    14 January 1998




    What is it that prevents me? If I get it down (get it down then get rid of it straightaway) maybe I shall be able to concentrate again. Go on, Lawrence, you fool.




    16 January 1998




    I’m going to see her one last time, in March, before I’m too weak to travel. It’s all arranged. I fly to Washington to ‘continue my researches’ and drive from there, or hire a driver if that’s what it takes. I said, ‘I promise you that if I don’t arrive on that day, it can mean only one thing.’ She said, ‘Oh, Lawrence.’ She held my hand. She’s had a lot of practice in that area. Holding hands with the dying – it never made her a saint, but it made her an angel in this world.




    Is it the tumour making me apathetic? I don’t know. I know I felt alive when I wrote that paragraph just now.




    Go on, Lawrence, go on. There’s no betrayal here.




    17 January 1998




    Cynthia comes in to clean. She would never touch my papers. She’s been trained. Friends I see only at restaurant lunches or, very infrequently these days, dinner at someone else’s house. They ask about the book, with such bloody tact, such solicitous low-voiced delicacy, as if the book were what is killing me. Gail has been to see me once. Hard to believe we were almost engaged at one time. Who else comes? Only Patricia who, it has to be said, might be tempted to read my diary, were she to find one lying around. Discover if it’s true what they say, what some say, that I never ‘came out.’ She probably heard, too, the other rumour that was once in vogue, that when I was working at Kensington Palace, there was a period when I was sleeping with the boss. Not that Patricia would ever mention either possibility, not even in jest.




    She might sneak a look at a diary, but will she ever read seven hundred pages of manuscript while I am in the bath, or on the loo, and so stumble inadvertently upon this insert? Not a hope.




    Have you convinced yourself now? Given yourself permission? What are you waiting for?




    18 January 1998




    Six months to a year, Dr Patel tells me, is my allotted span. Although, as she always says, it is impossible to make accurate predictions and, as I always say, I quite understand. That’s on top of the ten months I’ve had already so quite a good innings in the brain-tumour world. Only thirty percent of us get over a year. Fourteen percent of us get a full five. Some lucky bastards, the ten percent club, get ten whole big ones. My tumour is higher grade than that. I said to Dr Patel, ‘Higher grade, that means a better quality of tumour, right?’ She didn’t laugh.
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