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			For my family

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			HE HAD LOOKED forward to this all weekend. He had looked forward to it throughout his solitary walk across the river, a chill spring wind snapping at his legs. Now, as he saw Jeremy at their usual table in the corner, he looked forward to the next two hours. After so much of his own company, a good lunch was just what he needed. Already Sandy was wondering how he might extend proceedings into the late afternoon.

			Time spent with Jeremy was the only constant in his life, sanctuary against an ominous pile of debt, a divorce he never wanted, and children he found increasingly difficult to understand.

			“So, what will it be?” asked Jeremy, waving a dog-eared menu. “I’m for the usual sausage and mash. What about you?”

			“Same,” said Sandy, stretching his legs under the table.

			Eating at Arthur’s was like enjoying a family meal cooked by a beaming grandmother, except you paid at the end. Arthur had cooked in the same cramped space in Royal Hospital Road for thirty years. Apart from the fraying edges of the napkins, nothing had changed. The walls were the same tobacco color. There were never any substitutions on the menu of grilled brown food. The concept of rainbow cuisine and cantilevered vegetables would never reach this room. No diner would ever wear a black T-shirt or fiddle with an iPad between mouthfuls.

			It was safe, comfortable, and predictable. Like the friendship between Sandy and Jeremy, it was based on the solidity of shared time. Arthur didn’t rate his clients by postcode or job description. He just liked to look out from his kitchen and watch people enjoying themselves.

			Manuela, Arthur’s daughter who had begun serving them as a blushing teenager and was now a stout mother of three, appeared at the table with a bottle of Rioja. She knew them well enough to anticipate their order.

			“To us,” said Sandy, filling their glasses. He had been drinking too much lately, but Jeremy wouldn’t say anything, at least not until Sandy fell off his chair. Even then, perhaps not.

			Jeremy made his usual salute and conversation resumed. Chelsea’s chances at the weekend? Which was the better long-term investment, heavy metals or wind farms? The two of them didn’t go in for revelations about feelings and motives. The well-worn chat about football scores and stock prices gave them all the support they needed. It was an arrangement that had suited them since school.

			“How are the kids?” asked Jeremy, after he had analyzed the weekend game.

			“Emily’s off to India next week,” Sandy replied. “A self-discovery thing. On a one-way ticket.”

			“Always something to worry about, these children,” said Jeremy. “Rosie is so involved in her property deals that she got her assistant to text me last week saying she was sorry not to have been in touch.” There was a pause. “And my godson?”

			Sandy knew from Penny that Matthew was struggling to stay out of trouble. He wondered if somehow Jeremy had heard about it. No, that was impossible. Sandy was being paranoid. And he didn’t want to confide in Jeremy about his son, or himself. “Matt’s doing great.”

			Their food arrived, shiny fat sausages curved beside a mound of mashed potato flecked with brown mustard seeds. A bowl of steaming peas came separately. The restaurant was now full, warmed by a comforting fug of food and people sitting close to each other. Sandy rubbed his feet against the leg of the table, feeling the last of the chill seep away. He should get out more.

			Jeremy was holding forth on his latest theory of economic opportunities offered by recession. “McDonald’s and Microsoft started during hard times,” he said. “Chances to create new businesses are everywhere.”

			Jeremy had always been one for positive thinking, even after what happened at university. Nothing, it seemed, could shake the knife creases from his trousers, his perennial air of prosperity. Jeremy was his very own rock. Perhaps that was why Sandy had come to depend on him so much, particularly in the last year.

			There was a couple sitting on the other side of the room, the woman about Penny’s age, early fifties. There was something of Penny about her neck and jawline, the way she fiddled with her earring. She was gazing into her companion’s eyes, hanging on to his every word. Penny used to look at Sandy like that.

			He put down his fork, already speared with the end of the sausage, the chewy part he liked best. He was no longer hungry. He drank some water and then more wine, before remembering to offer the bottle to Jeremy. But Jeremy glanced at his watch and signaled Manuela for the bill. “No more for me. It’s a frantic afternoon. There’s a load of conference calls to get through.”

			Sandy couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a frantic afternoon. He arranged his face into a smile and slapped a credit card from his wallet on the table before heading downstairs for a quick pee. Back at the table, an embarrassed Manuela was holding his card between her thumb and forefinger.

			“I’m sorry, Sandy, it’s been declined.”

			Jeremy handed Manuela a fifty-pound note. “Bloody banks. Always getting it wrong. Couldn’t organize a piss-up in a brewery. We’ll sort it out later.”

			Before Sandy could say anything, Jeremy slapped him on the back and was gone. Sandy found himself alone on the pavement. It began to rain, first a light spatter, then a heavy downfall. Water began to creep through the soles of his shoes and he wished he’d remembered an umbrella. There was the usual jangling chorus of sirens and straining bus engines. He rocked back and forth on the edge of the pavement, rain dripping down the back of his neck. Should he go back into the restaurant and wait it out? Have a coffee or perhaps another drink? But the idea of sitting alone in a room full of people, especially near a woman who reminded him of Penny, wasn’t appealing. He shook his head like a dog and walked towards Battersea Bridge.

			By the time he reached the river, the rain had stopped as suddenly as it had begun. There was some slight warmth at the back of his neck from the afternoon sun, but his feet rubbed against his damp shoes and his big toe, the gouty one, began to throb. He headed towards the cluster of shiny apartment buildings sprouting on the other side of the bridge, the sun glittering on their balconies. None of them had existed when he and Penny moved to London nearly thirty years ago, when they held hands in the street and she was always smiling. There was the Battersea Power Station and the redbrick mansion flats along Prince of Wales Drive. That was it.

			Two joggers pounded by, neon Lycra flaring against an insipid sky, a sharp tang of sweat in the air. Their energy exhausted him. A year after the divorce, the pain of Penny’s wanting to end their marriage just as he was finally ready to commit to it was acute. He buttoned his coat, dug his hands into the pockets, and felt the frayed lining come apart.

			He thought back to the autumn evening when he had come home early. He’d had this idea of eating supper in the basement kitchen with Penny and the children, the four of them, the way they used to when everything was fish fingers and ketchup, with the old upright piano in a corner behind the table. Walking back from the bus stop, he saw them through the window. Penny had her arm draped over Emily’s shoulder. They were smiling and listening to Matthew. Sandy hurried downstairs to join them, the warmth of the flat flushing the cold from his cheeks. The three of them had looked up from their Thai takeaway, surprised. He might have been a burglar.

			It was as if a family trinity had formed during his surreptitious affairs, his trips away, and his boozy nights out with Jeremy and the others. Now that he had tired of all that, he couldn’t manage to rejoin his own family. Penny and the children weren’t interested in his clumsy overtures: invitations to films they had already seen, exhibitions in which they had no interest. He was the outsider trawling the perimeter.

			Sandy was halfway up the hill now and his calf muscles were straining. He kept on along the uneven pavement, his gouty toe jarring with each step. Threads from his torn coat pockets clung to his fingers and he couldn’t rub them off.

			The problem was that he had been away too long. It appeared Penny thought the same thing, but she had a different solution to his dogged efforts. “I don’t want to be in this marriage anymore,” she’d said, looking straight at him, not busying herself with kitchen tasks as she usually did when she wanted to talk about something.

			She might have rehearsed a speech in front of the bathroom mirror. “There is no one else. I just want to be on my own. It would be better for all of us.” He had protested of course, told her it would hurt the children. Penny sighed. She spoke slowly and clearly in a low voice that was foreign to him. “They’ve grown up now, in case you haven’t noticed. Emily is about to graduate and Matt is working. They’re ready to move out. We all need to get on with our own lives.”

			In an uncharacteristically efficient way, she’d hired a lawyer to divide their assets, diminished by the huge mortgage on the flat in Onslow Gardens. Within months, Sandy found himself living in 545 dilapidated square feet in the outer reaches of Battersea, his collection of framed gold records gathering dust on top of the cupboard.

			At the top of the hill, he paused for breath. On the common opposite, two men were pushing those newfangled buggies, high off the ground with three large wheels, like luxury wheelbarrows for babies.

			He knew the divorce was more his fault than hers. He could have tried harder. But still. He kept saying that to himself. But still. It hurt. He tried writing a song about it, the way he used to write songs about his feelings when every stray note that came into his head turned into an international hit. Nothing happened. All his best songs, the ones that had topped the charts, had been written with Penny beside him.

			The men with the buggies were saying good-bye to each other. They peered down at each other’s babies and embraced in that modern male A-frame way before turning in opposite directions. One of them carried a rucksack with a large teddy bear sticking out of the back pocket.

			Then Penny had moved to France, on her own, away from the familiar streets of West London. “Surely it’s not that bad, that you have to move to another country,” he’d asked after the final round of documents were signed.

			“You have all your friends here,” replied Penny. “Jeremy and Peter and Tim. I want a new start.”

			Sandy wanted a new start as well, but with his wife of twenty-­eight years beside him, not on his own. Faced with that new steely gaze of hers, he didn’t have the nerve to tell her.

			He thought about walking around the common, but his feet hurt and he’d done that yesterday. He might stop at the pub across the road. Just for the one, to delay going back to his flat.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			IT WAS DONE. The paint on the walls was the most idyllic shade of duck-egg blue she’d ever seen, the swag of each brocade curtain so geometrically perfect and the placement of the armchairs and sofas around the fireplace so pleasing that she lost track of time gazing at it.

			Her meticulous efforts had been worth it. Penny had spent hours calculating figures in her notebook, ensuring the distance from the fireplace to the walls was equal on both sides and that the porcelain lamps were placed precisely in the middle of the French oak side tables. She’d painted each rose-colored vein of the marbled cornice with a feather, dusted everything, and plumped the sofa cushions. She’d even combed the fringe of the embroidered rug so each strand lay parallel to its neighbor.

			Tall ceilings and gracious windows; every aspect in excellent proportion. Her drawing room was a place of great beauty and nothing was going to dent the pleasure of her creation. She would clean up the last mess of brushes, paint tins, and cans of polish, then walk down to Sarlat for a celebratory coffee. Just one last look before she pushed the door closed.

			That was the only disappointment. The doors, even though they were polished mahogany, were too small and thin to take proper handles. She’d had to improvise by gluing brass buttons on them. Everything else in the Georgian doll’s house project had been perfect. The box containing the kit had arrived on time with none of its hundreds of plywood pieces broken. The myriad packets of screws and hinges had been clearly labeled. She’d managed to understand the instructions, and she’d discovered through dawn sessions on eBay that she had a cool head for successful last-minute bids. As the east coast of America slept, she’d snaffled a miniature brass chandelier, four pairs of wall sconces, and best of all, a hand-carved rose marble bath with its original taps, so small that it fitted in the palm of her hand. It was very satisfying.

			She straightened her legs and tugged at her bra strap. A side section of her breast escaped under the wire and she pushed it back into captivity. These days new parts of her were constantly jiggling their way to freedom. Bun-sized pads of flesh popped out above each side of her trousers every time she lifted her arms. A wedge of belly sprang up over her jeans when she sat down, and bits of her backside refused to remain inside the elastic cocoon of her underpants. The surprise was that she didn’t mind.

			Penny had always imagined she’d care about losing her perfect male-catnip body with its sharp hip bones and flat stomach, her perky embonpoint, her jaunty backside. Why else had she crunched and lunged and jumped for all those years, pushing herself until she grunted like a pig? And in between the sweating and pounding, those interminable hours taming her hair into perfect bobs, flips, tumbled curls, or ethnic frizzes, depending on the year and the fashion. All that time lost each day primping and painting, then inevitably frowning at the mirror.

			Her stunning face and body had been her only sources of self-­reference for so long and she had tended to both with meticulous care. But it turned out she didn’t mourn the loss of either. At night after bathing, she tenderly patted herself dry and brushed her graying hair, relieved that Sandy was not around to peruse any new bulges. There was no one to view her except herself.

			It was a good feeling, she told herself as she stored the last of the paint tins in the spare cupboard and looked around for her basket. On the kitchen step, a lizard bathed in the weak morning sun. It raised its head and stared at her with unblinking eyes as she passed. There was a moment when she realized that her trousers were speckled with paint and that she should go back and change. No, she thought. No one will be looking at me. Another advantage of invisibility.

			Since puberty, her inner and outer selves had been refugees from warring tribes forced to inhabit the same house. The interior Penny was like her Yorkshire mother, a person who ironed tea cloths and saved jam jars, someone with quiet values of loyalty and duty. “Good looks are all very well,” her mother said as she caught the ten-year-old Penny gazing in the hall mirror instead of polishing the cupboard beneath it. “But a good character lasts much longer.”

			Penny learned to be suspicious of her glamorous exterior. But no one except her mother was interested in her good character. When her absentee father took her to a belated lunch for her fifteenth birthday and told her she was turning into a knockout, she decided it was much easier to make do with the happy accident of natural aesthetics and ignore the guilt about its unearned rewards.

			She became accustomed to people staring as she walked into restaurants, even expected it. But the other part of her, drip-fed by her mother’s homilies, kept whispering that beauty didn’t make you clever or good, that it was a temporary delusion. The whispers had stopped some years ago. Time and gravity had produced their own silent harmony.

			Here in the Dordogne, she snipped away at her own hair and bought plants with the money she saved not buying expensive face creams. She wore sensible shoes and shapeless clothes. When she caught sight of herself in a mirror, she barely recognized her own round and ruddy face, so different from the lean anxious blonde staring out of old photographs. These days she was content with her doll’s house project, her garden, and her home, surprised by how much she enjoyed the company of this newly integrated self of hers.

			She loved her house too, the way it nestled into the lee of the hill and looked out over the valley; the way only an outline of rough-cut stone was visible from the road, as if whoever built it four hundred years ago wasn’t interested in looking out at passersby, or having them look down on him or her. She liked that the house was long and low, only one room wide, with windows on each side. Every morning she could walk from the kitchen through the hall and into the sitting room, never once losing sight of the silver dew bathing each blade of grass. She didn’t mind that every wall and floor sent the yellow bubble in her spirit level veering off center. She cherished its imperfections and never tired of the way the sun seemed to rise in the center of her narrow bedroom window.

			The gentle half-hour ambles to and from Sarlat were her only exercise these days. She didn’t crave the endorphin rush, her joints didn’t seize up with arthritis as the trainer at the gym once threatened they would, and she couldn’t care if she never worked up a sweat again.

			The path was empty and silent, except for the rhythmic slap of her shoes on the dirt and sporadic birdsong. The air was crisp, even though the first of the spring wildflowers were peeking up between the boulders on the hill behind her. Ahead, the steeply pitched roofs and church spires of Sarlat floated above the mist. It was Wednesday, market day. Soon the cobbled streets would heave with contingents of English retirees braying to each other over the heads of local farmers with their cages of chickens and baskets of vegetables.

			Everything was a tourist website cliché, but she didn’t care; she never tired of the broad, lazy river, the blond stone buildings clinging to the hillside, and the tiny dim cafés with their impolitic haze of unfiltered tobacco. There was nothing to do here except watch and be. Even Jean-Pierre, the one whom all the villagers shook their heads at when he passed, couldn’t destroy her sense of calm. One morning she had woken to Jean-Pierre leering through her bedroom window, trousers at half-mast and swinging an enormous penis from side to side. In London, she would jump when the doorbell rang. Here, she sat in bed and giggled as she watched him jump down the ladder and run off, clutching his trousers around his knees. She’d got up feeling invincible and gone outside to dig her vegetable garden all morning, planting neat rows of courgettes, aubergines, and tomatoes, ignoring the bleating telephone, always from England, always someone wanting something. She’d never imagined being alone could be so pleasurable.

			A kite cruised above her, its shrill whistle echoing from the hill behind, and she stopped on a bend to admire its effortless flight in a pale sky of torn clouds. There was a faint scent of cypress on the breeze, replaced as she entered the town by the smell of warm yeast and pungent garlic saucisson. From the stalls in the market square, she bought a bag of field mushrooms, half a dozen eggs with manure and tiny feathers still on their shells and then, an unusual extravagance, one small white spring truffle. The stallholder raised an eyebrow.

			“You have guests, madame?”

			“No,” said Penny, already salivating from the scent. “It is all for me. Je suis une gloutonne. Merci.” She stowed them in her basket. Scrambled eggs with truffle shavings and a glass of wine. Supper for a queen.

			The entrance to the café was blocked by a warring English family. A dark-haired man struggled to control a complicated multiwheeled stroller containing a screaming toddler.

			“How in the hell does this contraption work?” he hissed.

			“Let me do it. It’s a bit tricky, I’m sorry,” said his flustered wife.

			A prepubescent girl, all affronted attitude in a denim miniskirt and a tight T-shirt, rolled her eyes.

			“I’m starving,” she whined. “And I don’t see why we had to walk all this way.”

			Penny skirted them and walked into the café. She wanted to tell the woman not to bother with her squabbling family, to leave them and go off on her own. Instead she smiled, the polite curved mouth of a stranger. Once Penny was like this wife, trying and failing to unite her family during tedious weeks each summer spent arguing in towns and villages throughout Europe. Sandy always complained about the accommodation she’d booked, Matthew refused to eat anything except cheese sandwiches, and Emily never once looked up from her book.

			Coffee ordered, she picked up a two-day-old copy of the Guardian. She stretched out her legs and began the crossword, almost giddy with her good fortune to be beyond the annual nightmare of family holidays in particular and much of family life in general. Those interminable hours spent encouraging or commiserating with Sandy as he lurched from hit to miss, while hugging Emily and Matthew until they wriggled free, always trying and always failing to make everything all right.

			She loved her children without measure and looked forward to their video chats, emails, and texts. But the weight of that love, how its responsibility had nearly suffocated her for so long that she barely remembered a day when she didn’t feel breathless from it—all that had disappeared. Although it was frightening in the beginning after the divorce, she liked her freedom now. She liked it a lot, and some time ago had concluded it was arrogance that had made her assume responsibility for the success and failure of others.

			There were still two unsolved clues in the crossword. See post go out in March (5, 4). She twirled her pen. It couldn’t have anything to do with ides or mail because it didn’t fit the other clues. Nothing came to her. Breaking up may be wonderful (8). Again, nothing. She couldn’t be bothered to try any longer. She was still pleased with herself about finishing the doll’s house. She’d browse the recipes in the back section of the newspaper and see what tasty bits and pieces she might cook for herself.

			After her first winter in the Dordogne, when she’d discovered where the various shops were, how to chop wood and to operate the temperamental woodstove, after she’d scraped and sanded, tiled and grouted, even installed a lintel by herself, she decided the main disadvantage of living alone was the disappearance of her table manners. Most of the time she ate like an animal, gnawing bones or standing over the sink with bits of fruit and raw vegetables dripping down her chin. It was a minor drawback. She could still remember to use a knife and fork when she had to.

			A couple at the bar were eyeing her table. It was time to go anyway. On her way home, she stopped at the English estate agency just off the Place du Marché des Oies. Nigel, the manager, let her use his office computer in exchange for vegetables and scurrilous gossip about models and pop stars she used to know in London. It was more powerful than her old laptop at home, and he never minded that the gossip was often a decade out of date.

			Nigel was out pursuing a sale, but the surly Francine, his secretary, nodded and pointed to the empty desk at the back of the office. Penny maneuvered her basket between the filing cabinets and the water cooler and sat down. Already her mouth was watering from the smell of the truffle.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			JEREMY BOOKED FOR lunch at Albert Hoffmann’s new place. The restaurant fulfilled all his criteria. It was comfortingly expensive, he would inevitably see someone he knew, and it was less than a hundred meters from his offices in Piccadilly.

			The tiny section of London between World’s End and the Ritz Hotel was his tribal habitat. It didn’t matter that he was one of the very few British people living there anymore. Nor did it matter that he chose a houseboat moored on the river in Chelsea as his home instead of one of the white stucco houses favored by the swill of international wealth always washing into London. He continued to see the King’s Road and its tangle of side streets as he always had: a slightly bohemian village full of workers’ cottages and pubs on most corners where he could always find a man to talk to, or a woman to chat up.

			He glanced at his watch. There was just enough time to read through this last email before leaving the office. It had taken an inexplicably long time to write. Every word was the wrong one and yet there seemed no correct alternative. Every phrase was a mangle. The more he tried to be clear and concise, the more obtuse and abstracted each paragraph became, until the whole thing was such a mess that he had to start again. His final version was not much better, but it would have to do. He closed his laptop and wiped the aluminum cover. Sometimes it was hard to stop looking at the screen.

			Apart from a sleek and impractical phone with the buttons too close together, the computer was the only object on his desk, a large slab of marble that the interior designer had placed in the feng shui commanding position: against the wall, with the widest view of the room, and out of line with the main doorway. He’d have preferred looking at the wall but was happy to go along with her suggestion if there was the faintest whiff of profit at the end.

			Jeremy’s personal taste ran to the clubby and comfortable with some good pictures. But that was too dated, he’d been told, hence the French gray walls, the thick mud-colored rugs woven in what looked like crop circles, and the anorexic gilded sculpture on the sideboard. Conservative, but still on point, was the message. By comparison, the floor above, where his small team of quants and brokers worked, was cramped and strictly an auction job lot. Not that they noticed. All of them, with their firsts in mathematics and physics, were barking mad as far as he could make out. The kid called Theo ended every sentence with a brisk shoulder rotation. The man sitting next to him, whose name Jeremy never could remember, blinked and stuttered at the same time, and Sam, the leader of his team, the one who devised that nifty automated algorithm, preferred not to speak at all unless it was completely necessary. But they did their job and they did it well.

			Jeremy put his phone in his coat pocket and walked to the lift, emerging onto the pavement near Fortnum & Mason. A group of Chinese tourists was ogling installations of upmarket groceries. Twenty years ago he would have felt a boyish surge of superiority, a smug sense of belonging in this place of architectural grandeur. These days he knew better. The era of empire was over. These descendants of diligent rice farmers and merchants were about to inherit the earth. It was their turn and they deserved it. They worked harder and longer. So did their obedient children. If he did what he told his clients to do, he’d genuflect in front of the tourists, kiss the hems of their coats, and thank them and their country for making his comfortable life possible. Instead he smiled in a mine-host kind of way and skirted their little group.

			As he approached the restaurant, he thought of Sandy. The night before, he’d pondered the matter on the deck of the Jezebel, swathed in a blanket while exhaling imperfect rings of cigar smoke. A five-year-old San Cristóbal La Fuerza, earthy with a slight floral taste. It was okay, but he wouldn’t order them again. You really couldn’t go past a Montecristo No. 2.

			With the death of Jeremy’s mother three years ago, Sandy was the person who had known him longest. Unlike his mother, Sandy had never disagreed with him. Jeremy remembered him in the common room at the beginning of the first term, sitting silent and bolt upright on the sofa as the others sprawled everywhere in their languid way, talking of shooting and stalking as they waited for Sandy, the new boy, to say something so they could dissect him in that casual, cruel way of theirs.

			The black river slapped against the sides of the Jezebel as the mooring rope sawed against the stanchion, making a rasping noise. The ashtray slid along the deck before slowing as the keel settled in the water. Jeremy carefully stubbed out his cigar. The crisp tobacco aroma had changed to a stale sour smell. He put the ashtray to one side and wrapped his blanket tighter.

			Sandy had been clever enough to get the only bursary but also naïve enough to believe that if he liked people and was pleasant to them, the favor would be returned. Sandy didn’t understand that at this particular school it was acceptable to be poor, because that meant you were clever enough for a scholarship; or rich, because that meant your brains or lack of them weren’t important. It was okay to spring from a gene pool swarming with lunacy and its variants. But it was unacceptable to be suburban and ordinary. Sandy’s background was suburban and ordinary.

			None of this concerned Jeremy, even at the age of thirteen. His own provenance provided a passport to travel with impunity. Depending on whom he spoke to, he could say with complete honesty that his grandfather began his working life at the age of fourteen in a Midlands grocer shop, or that his grandfather ate his last potted shrimp at White’s, before dying of a heart attack on the pavement of St. James’s Street.

			He could map the aristocratic genome from his mother, with a discernible route back to Mary, Queen of Scots. There was no money, however, which made it easy for her to accept a marriage proposal from the son of a grocer. It helped that he had done something ingenious with refrigeration seals and cottoned on to the concept of globalization earlier than most. Updated versions of the seals extended the shelf life of foodstuffs and liquids in every corner of the planet, including Jeremy’s most recent indulgence, a triple-zone wine cooler.

			Jeremy had never regretted making Sandy his friend, which was why the present matter—Jeremy couldn’t bring himself to call it anything else—was unsettling. The loss of control, things falling apart. He knew it hadn’t been easy for Sandy. Jeremy had helped out for years, loaning money he knew would never be repaid, taking Sandy’s pitiful five-figure pension pot into his fund when the normal entry was half a million minimum, organizing the sale of his back catalogue when things went bad, always paying for lunch and dinner.

			He would have helped more, had he known how difficult things were. It was part of the contract of friendship, and in his own way, Sandy had already paid his fair share. More than his fair share. Jeremy had to admit that. But he chose not to think about that particular time in their past. Some memories were best excised if friendship was to survive.

			Now, outside the restaurant, he was buoyed by the thought of the lunch ahead. As usual, he was the first to arrive. Tim, who was wedded to his car, had whinged about the congestion charge, but Peter hadn’t said anything, probably because he knew Jeremy would pick up the tab. It would be odd without Sandy at the table. The four of them had been meeting three or four times a year ever since university, and he couldn’t remember a lunch without him.

			From his corner table, where he could see everyone come and go, Jeremy surveyed the room. Tables not too close together, a good weight to the linen, and a fine array of Riedel glasses in front of each chair. The lighting was flattering but not too dim. He could still make out the Freud lithographs of whippets and nudes. All very satisfactory.

			Eating in restaurants was foreplay for the three things Jeremy liked best: sex, money, and chat. He loved the theater of a good front of house, the flourish and swirl of waiters and sommeliers, the delicious decisions of sea bass or poulet de Bresse, an unctuous daube or delicate spring lamb, each so seductive in its own way. There were only so many good meals left in one’s lifetime and Jeremy had decided long ago to waste as few as possible.

			He would have the boned pig’s trotter. Hoffmann always did that so well. Then a bottle of the 2006 Château Talbot. It wasn’t a decision of extravagance. As Jeremy only drank half a glass at a time these days, he preferred it to be memorable.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			IN THE FRONT of the office, Francine was telling a couple with Lancashire accents how easy it was to find skilled craftsmen eager to renovate the derelict barn they’d been looking at. She was fibbing, of course, but the couple would find that out for themselves. Penny logged on to her email account, curious to see a message sent only minutes ago from Jeremy, who usually made do with a Christmas e-card, if he remembered at all.

			She moved the mouse in circles around the desk, then opened the email. It had a picture of a golden eagle flying over a blue sky banded across the top of the page and came from Jeremy’s business address. He called her his darling woman, said that she should have chosen him and that she still could.

			Sandy, he wrote, had reached some kind of crisis point, not only because he didn’t change the world but also because he couldn’t control it or anything else in his life. It might have been harder for Sandy because he had been successful so much earlier than many others. It was difficult to say.

			Penny had the unkind thought that Jeremy Henderson took far too long to get to the point. Perhaps that was part of his business strategy: bore his wealthy clients into stupefaction so they would sign over their investments to him just to end the conversation.

			What was Jeremy talking about? A breakdown? An accident of some kind? Sandy seemed perfectly fine when they spoke before Emily left for India. Perhaps not completely fine. But functioning, in his characteristically dysfunctional way.

			Penny read on. Now Jeremy was quoting “Anthem” by Leonard Cohen.

			She didn’t need to be reminded about Leonard Cohen. She was the one who’d dragged Jeremy and Sandy to hear Cohen at the Isle of Wight festival, whenever it was. She knew all the words of every song, from “Suzanne” to “Sisters of Mercy.” They’d never heard of him. Jeremy had gone on about razor blades and Sandy had passed out. She’d worn her new black-and-white bell-bottoms.

			She scrolled down. Jeremy said Sandy was making a good recovery and that she was not to worry. Recovery from what?

			“It could have been an accident, but apparently passersby said he almost threw himself into the path of an oncoming car near the common. He’s not seriously injured but it could have been much worse. The hospital wanted to put him on the risk register. I talked them out of that, but it would mean so much if you could come back.”

			She sat for a minute, understanding for the first time. Jeremy thought Sandy had tried to kill himself and he assumed she already knew about it. Her immediate reaction was to say that of course she’d return as soon as possible, that she’d telephone Sandy and contact Emily and Matthew. The mental list began: flight times, asking the farmer down the lane to check on the house, arranging somewhere to stay in London. All the while a sharp prick of nervous perspiration on her back.

			Suddenly she was furious, with no clear idea why. She picked up her basket, reeking with the rich scent of truffle, and stomped out of the office, ignoring Francine, who asked if she’d turned off the computer. All the way along the street she fumed, the beauty of the town invisible to her. A gritty wind picked up and stung her face as she passed the ancient town walls and climbed the track, forgetting to pick some wildflowers for the kitchen table. She walked faster and faster until her knees shook and she heaved for breath.

			Typical of Sandy to fall apart and let someone else pick up the pieces. And typical of Jeremy to assume she’d drop everything and rush to help. Jeremy wouldn’t have bothered to contact her if Sandy had married again, or if he had pulled off a big deal. Damn Jeremy with his psychobabble and his fashionable quotations. Jeremy hadn’t bothered to notice her unhappiness during Sandy’s stream of affairs with eager-eyed young things from the music industry. He’d never said a word when Sandy dashed off to Los Angeles or New York, forgetting birthdays and school concerts and prize days.

			No, she would not call anybody. Sandy was alive. Jeremy had said his injuries weren’t serious, just bruises and concussion. He would recover in his own time. He could solve his own problems.

			She rushed into her house, locking the door behind her with shaking hands. Why should the messy past return to slice through this new, carefully constructed life of hers? That was the real reason she’d come here. Not because of cheaper house prices and reliable summer warmth, not in the hope of building a new network of acquaintances or friends. The only person she wanted to get to know better was herself. The only thing she wanted was peace.

		

	
		
			emily.ellison@gmail.com

			To: mattman5@hotmail.com

			Hi little brother. Miss you, also worry about you too. All alone in the big city, no big sister to boss you about, nag you about keeping clear and clean. I had a thought. Why don’t you come over here, chill for a bit, bathe in the wonderful light? I’m in this hill town place, sort of like Varanasi but not. Couldn’t hack Delhi, too many people. Dharamsala was too stupid for words, full of pizza shops, sushi bars, and hamburger stands. Everyone selling something, enlightenment on special, 24/7. Goddamn place full of goddamn phonies, as our mate Holden Caulfield used to say. One guy I thought was a monk—he was in the full robes with the shaved head and beads—said he’d take me to a cheap hotel and then tried to jump me in a lane. No problemo for me. He was half my size. LOL. I kneed him and that was that.

			Here is so much better. Cheap, clean—well not too dirty—and I’ve enrolled in these amazing classes at the local ashram under a holy guy called Rosheme. No one has seen him for three years, but he has a crowd of followers, all sorts. It’s so good, the best. There’s this sacred cave I go to, up in the hills, and I meditate there. There’s peace there that I’ve never felt before. I can’t really describe it properly. You have to be there.

			Why don’t you come, now the job is no more? And you can tell me about it in your own time. Don’t worry about Mum. She’s okay now and I bet she’d give you a ticket. Don’t worry about anything or anybody, least of all Dad. And please, stay away from that load of losers.

			Remember I love you. xxe

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			PETER AND TIM were only minutes late. They looked approvingly around the room before picking up their menus. Peter chose the braised beef cheek while Tim took far too long to decide on roast turbot.

			“So weird, just the three of us,” said Tim. “Do you think we ought to pull up a chair for Sandy, just in case?”

			Jeremy glared.

			“Just a little joke,” said Tim. “My pathetic attempt to say I miss him not being here. Is he okay?”

			“He was very lucky,” said Jeremy. “No broken bones, just bruises and concussion from where he hit his head. The car was only going twenty miles an hour. The driver was in complete shock, said Sandy threw himself in front of his car. Sandy told me he’d tripped. It’s impossible to know what really happened. But why would he do something like that?”

			“Why does anyone do anything?” Tim hunched his shoulders, a kind of inverted shrug. “Because their life isn’t working and they can’t stand it any longer?”

			Jeremy thought about how Sandy had looked as he’d helped him out of the taxi that morning. Some kind of chalky paste coated his stubble and his hair was pasted to his skull in greasy strands. There was a fine crosshatch of lines on his face that Jeremy had never noticed before. Sandy stumbled and nearly fell on the pavement and Jeremy grabbed his elbow to steady him, his fingers pressing through the soft skin until they reached bone. He threw his other arm around Sandy’s shoulder as he wrestled with the stiff lock on the front door and together, arm in arm, they made their way up the narrow staircase to Sandy’s flat.

			Jeremy had never been there before. Somehow they’d always met on his side of the river. He was shocked by the collapsing sofa covered in old newspapers, the empty bottles on the floor. He could tell Sandy was embarrassed, almost pushing him out of the door before he collapsed on the sofa, saying there was no need to stay, that the hospital had organized someone to come by later that day.

			“Do you think he needs to go to some kind of rehab, like the Priory?” Jeremy asked Peter and Tim, immediately regretting his question. He fiddled with the stem of his wineglass as an image arose of Sandy sitting in a semicircle of strangers sharing their secrets. Sandy didn’t carefully measure the facts and calculate the consequences of every pause in every statement the way Jeremy did. With one exception, Sandy just blurted out whatever had happened.

			Jeremy swallowed some wine. It wasn’t as good as he remembered and there was a burning sensation at the back of his throat. Maybe he had acid reflux or worse, an incipient ulcer. He checked the drift in his thoughts and was about to steer the conversation away from rehab when Tim interrupted him.

			“The last place Sandy needs to be is in Roehampton surrounded by models and addled rock stars,” Tim said, looking affronted. “He’d think it was Friends Reunited. Sandy needs something more connected with reality.” Tim had that blaze in his eyes, the one Jeremy associated with religious zealots, the one he always saw when Tim talked about psychology. Maybe that’s the way all therapists were. However, he was relieved that Tim had rubbished the notion of rehab. Money saved as well, because Jeremy would have been the one to pay for it.

			“I’d imagine that Emily going away probably didn’t help,” continued Tim. “Fathers and daughters, all that sort of thing.”

			Peter began dissecting his beef cheek. “I didn’t know they were so close.” He dolloped pureed potato on top of the meat and chewed slowly. “God, I could eat this forever,” he said. “Sandy wouldn’t have let on that anything was wrong. Not showing signs of any emotion is one of the few things the English are still good at. Of course Sandy always appeared just fine.”

			“Fine,” said Tim. “Fine is just an acronym for fucked-up, insecure, neurotic, and emotional. Sandy and I talked about it once. He laughed.”

			Jeremy was put out. No one was acknowledging that he was the one who’d helped Sandy for so many years, or that he’d been the one to collect him from the hospital. He changed the subject.

			“Albert used to cook those beef cheeks in his old restaurant off Grosvenor Square. The whole thing takes three days. You have to skin the cheek of sinew, marinate it, and then cook it incredibly slowly. Albert told me himself . . .”

			Peter and Tim weren’t listening. They’d begun a separate conversation about wealthy Chinese businessmen favoring top Bordeaux vintages. Jeremy surveyed the room again. A woman two tables away, with wild brunette hair, was appraising his little group, a smile hovering. Behind her was a large gold-framed mirror. Reflected in it was a trolley laden with cheese, and an incongruous trio made up of himself, a balding man with a tendency to freckles and bulkiness but with an undoubted air of affluent authority; Tim, a slight figure with an old-fashioned mop of salt-and-pepper curls wearing an ill-fitting jacket; and Peter, the good-looking one. No one ever noticed what Peter wore. What would the woman have made of Sandy, his quick gestures and crooked smile giving a false impression of youthfulness until closer inspection revealed the drinker’s belly under the shirt and the bloated flush along his cheeks?

			Jeremy’s eye traveled on. Although the restaurant had opened only a month ago, it looked as though it had been here for decades, something he approved of. Jeremy dealt with constant fluctuations throughout his working day, so he didn’t like change in his private life. Sally and Isobel would disagree, but ex-wives were like that. Isobel once snarled that he showed more loyalty to his friends than to his family. Maybe she had a point.

			Sandy was his closest friend. It didn’t matter that Sandy was a songwriter and Jeremy worked in finance, just as it didn’t matter that Tim had given up property development to become a psychologist and that Peter directed television commercials. What mattered was that all four had known and liked each other longer than almost anyone else in their lives.

			Tim and Peter had stopped talking about wine and returned to the subject of Sandy. “How things have changed,” said Tim. “Remember him at Oxford? Quite the golden boy.”

			Jeremy sniffed the remaining dregs. Sometimes the bouquet was almost as good as the taste, but not this time. He should have checked that there was food in Sandy’s flat and got his secretary to make an online order. He’d call Sandy when he got back to the office.

			He checked his watch. “Got to go. There’s a kid coming by at three o’clock with a lazy ten million and I need to put it to work, for him and for me.”

			The waiter was already hovering by his side. Service was included but Jeremy added another ten percent to the bill and punched in his PIN.

			“Lunch soon?”

			Tim and Peter nodded, still drinking their coffee. Jeremy stood up and patted both their shoulders. “Okay, until then, mis amigos.”

			He returned to his office feeling gaseous and bloated. He worried about his meaty breath. He fretted about worrying and tried to conjure up a lovely confident feeling but failed. Just before the kid arrived, he belched loudly and loosened his tie.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			SHE WASHED THE eggs and put them in a bowl by the sink, and brushed the dirt off the mushrooms and the small truffle with an old toothbrush. The kitchen smelled of musty earth, garlic, and something richer, like postcoital sweat. But she wasn’t salivating. Her mouth was dry. She could feel her lips pursing, that telltale vein jumping in her neck.

			She left the pile of cleaned mushrooms and walked into the sitting room. There it was, her beautiful doll’s house silhouetted in front of the window. She had done a good job. The reddish brown of each hand-painted brick, the dove gray of the tiled roof, the cream of the porch columns. Carefully she opened the door. How sweet its interior was, how precise, exactly as she had left it.

			Here was the sofa that fitted into the palm of her hand, with cushions she’d stitched herself from one of Emily’s Liberty print smocked dresses torn too badly to repair. And the matchbox-sized mirror hanging on the wall, its frame encrusted with fake diamonds from Emily’s fairy wand, discarded when she was seven.

			The beds upstairs were covered in striped quilts made from the beloved baby rag Matthew had taken everywhere until he was five, when he threw it into the garbage bin with a brave flourish. She had retrieved it, carefully washed it, and put it in her box of special things. Snuggling under the quilts were the survivors from his first collection of Lego men. Inside the pillows, sewn from her mother’s collection of doilies and linen handkerchiefs, she had secreted a milk tooth and a lock of hair from each of her children.

			On the sofa was a new catalogue from the doll’s house company. She flicked through the pages, stopping when she reached something called the Grosvenor House. It was enormous, shoulder height, with a Palladian façade, white like a wedding cake. She counted the rooms. Fifteen, including a parlor, two kitchens, a servants’ sitting room, bedrooms, and nurseries. A grand family house.

			That would be her next project, taking a satisfyingly long time to complete. Lovely dawn raids online from her sitting room, hours spent contemplating paint charts, entire days spent varnishing and marbling. There were still so many things stored in the special box. Matthew’s tattered teddy bear, a Playmobil farmer and his wife, lace handkerchiefs from her mother, and Emily’s taffeta fairy wings.

			To mark her decision, she went to her desk and pulled out bits and pieces from the drawer to make a vase of flowers. It would look just the thing in the bow window of the Grosvenor House.

			She traced the circle of a euro coin on some cardboard, then cut it out with a pair of manicure scissors. She glued a thumb-sized candlestick onto the cardboard circle and covered its base with sticky wax, making sure it was smooth all the way around. Now the flowers. She took a spray of miniature artificial roses and prized each one from the bunch, then measured, cut, and pressed them into the wax. She unfurled each tiny artificial leaf and blew the dust off each yellow bud.

			The telephone rang and she jumped. The long shadows of trees played in the courtyard. Making the vase had taken longer than she thought. Perhaps the telephone would stop. It did, but then began its raucous sound again.

			“Hello,” she said.

			“Pen, it’s Angie.” The breathless, husky voice hadn’t changed. “Have you read your email?”

			“Yes, actually I have.” Penny knew what was coming and she was already annoyed. “Although what I’m meant to do about it over here, I’m not quite sure.”

			There was a well-meaning pause and the sound of inhaling breath. “Tim just called me from the car on his way home. I thought you might want someone to talk to. It must have come as a shock. I mean, I know you and Sandy aren’t together, but somehow you’ve always seemed so connected. Tim says Sandy always talks about you so much.”

			“Really?” replied Penny. “I knew from the children that Sandy wasn’t in good shape and that money is tight. But he’s in the same boat as a load of other people. I don’t recall him having suicidal tendencies.”

			Over the faint static there was another pause. Penny pictured Angie sitting near the whispering Aga in her cozy kitchen in the perfect farmhouse outside Ludlow, only miles from the cottage Penny and Sandy had once owned. Angie would be drinking something herbal from a thick mug and wearing one of her floaty-sleeved vintage numbers.

			Penny imagined Angie was preparing one of her long speeches, delivered from a platform of smug satisfaction that she and Tim had survived where others had fallen. Penny dusted the desk with the sleeve of her jumper.

			She heard Angie inhaling, as if she was smoking a cigarette. “Things were bad. Jeremy took Sandy back to his flat from the hospital. They’d found one of Jeremy’s cards in Sandy’s wallet. Apparently the flat was horrendous—buckets in the bathroom catching drips, dirty clothes everywhere, a month’s dishes growing mold in the sink, bills piled up, not even opened, and empties everywhere you turned.”

			Penny stopped dusting and began fiddling with the miniature flowers. One of the buds was stained rusty brown. Perhaps she could wash it. “I still don’t understand,” she said. “If it wasn’t an accident, why would he have done something like that? I mean, he has the support of his friends. That must count for a lot. They’ve been lunching and drinking and droning on about football for decades.”

			“None of them saw anything wrong with Sandy,” said Angie. “The only one who noticed anything was Carolyn de Farge . . .”

			There was a pang of obsolete jealousy, still familiar. Had Sandy had an affair with her as well? “What has Carolyn de Farge got to do with anything? I haven’t seen her since we were picking up the children at the school gates.”

			“You know how bad news travels. Carolyn told Jeremy she’d run into Sandy on the King’s Road one morning, that he stank of alcohol and looked like he’d been sleeping rough. He told her he’d had enough of everything. She feels dreadful that she didn’t contact anybody. Things might have been very different.”

			“I’m sorry to hear all this, truly I am,” said Penny. “But Sandy always put on the brave face, tried as hard as he could never to let me know what he was feeling. I used to imagine he confided in Jeremy and the others, that I was the odd one out.” She remembered resenting them, wanting Sandy to have lunch with her occasionally instead of his friends, longing for him to seek her undivided company for an hour or so in the afternoon. “Sometimes I thought he cared more about them than he did about me.”

			There was a puzzled silence. “What on earth do you mean? Are you trying to say Sandy was gay in some way?”

			“No,” said Penny. “Well, perhaps yes. I mean, I used to think they were emotional homosexuals. Everyone talks about bromances these days. Brad Pitt and George Clooney, David Beckham and whats­his­name.”

			“What absolute rubbish.” Angie snorted. “Tim and I have always been each other’s best friends and Sandy was devoted to you and the children.”

			“For a bit.”

			“We’re digressing. The point is we think you ought to try to come over, if only for Matthew and Emily.”

			Penny put down the flower and began pushing back her cuticles with some savagery. “Em is in India and Matthew is away. I haven’t even contacted them yet, so I’m not sure how I’d be helping. And I’m quite busy here. Can’t someone else help, one of his old girlfriends? Heaven knows there’re enough of them. Why don’t you contact one of them.”

			“Penny, you and the children are his only family. He’s going to need you. I know this comes as a shock. It must be hard for you.”

			Penny wanted to say that the only hard part was this tortuous conversation, that there was a difference between Sandy needing her and it being convenient for everyone else if she ran to his side. She wanted to hang up but couldn’t seem to manage it.

			“I’ll think about it,” she said finally. “But Sandy and I have been divorced for more than a year now. Our lives are completely separate. We’re friendly, but we’re not friends. There’s a difference.”

			There was another silence. Penny knew Angie would hang on until she got the answer she wanted.

			“All right,” Penny said. “I’ll try.”

			She said good-bye, just as angry as she’d been when she’d read Jeremy’s email. There was no right decision. If she stayed in Sarlat, there would be the inexplicable guilt that she couldn’t erase; if she rushed back to London, she couldn’t play the role of the good wife healing the fractured former husband. Still, there were the children to consider. If—and it was a monumental if—Sandy became more aware after this episode, perhaps he would be kinder to Emily and Matthew. But they were adults now. What need, or wish, might they have for a retrospective parent–child relationship? She had no idea how they’d react.

			The hills outside had turned umber with the low sun. It would be dark soon. She went to the shed for the axe and spent the last half hour of the day splitting knotted pine logs from the great pile behind the shed. She kept chopping until the wheelbarrow was full and the blade of the axe was speckled with tiny globules of sticky resin. In the weak evening light, they might have been drops of blood.

			She would light a fire tonight, early. She would fry the mushrooms gently in a little unsalted butter and scramble the eggs, taking care they didn’t overcook and become rubbery. Then she’d shave fragments of the precious truffle over them. She’d eat the lot with a glass of Montravel, then go into her sitting room and read as the logs crackled and spat before collapsing into a fine powder ash. After that, she would go upstairs to bed.
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