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This book is for Guy, 

my eternal flame 

 

We tend to be incredibly distrustful of our own perceptions … 

we do not trust ourselves as witnesses … 

and ultimately we surrender and give ourselves over 

to a process of perpetual interpretation, 

applied even to those things we know to be absolute fact … 

— JAVIER MARÍAS, Your Face Tomorrow, 1: Fever and Spear 
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Prologue 

‘I DON’T KNOW if you ever catch Robbie Taylor,’ says Amber, by way of avoiding Dr Ramji’s question. ‘We had him on in the car coming here. He runs a sort of therapy phone-in. Not sure I’d broadcast the secrets of my psyche to an audience of millions—’ 

Amber hesitates. The woman in the opposite armchair sits absolutely still. Amber wants to continue, but she is distracted by the woman’s eyebrows, immaculate crescents of smooth, dark hairs along the line of the brow. Anger flutters at Amber’s throat, and she wants to shake the woman. Is it jealousy, in the face of such perfection? Shame, at being caught skirting the issue with therapy small talk? Or a fear that Dr Ramji knows all? 

‘—so it took a radio show to make me see that, actually, I’m very lucky.’ Strident is how Amber hears herself sound. 

‘Lucky,’ says Dr Ramji, her voice a warm drink on a cold night. She cocks her head in a way Amber bets she has to practise. ‘In what sense?’ 

‘Well, my husband says—’ 

‘Matthys?’ 

Panic prickles Amber’s skin, as if this woman’s correct pronunciation of Matt’s Afrikaans name has somehow upped the stakes in a hitherto covert competition. Amber glances round the room, with its surfaces free from paperwork, before noticing a pinboard on the wall. It is covered with a collage: various Madonna and child postcards, and Polaroids of newborn babies. Amber’s stomach churns, and she refocuses on the doctor. 

‘Where was I? Oh yes, Matt. Well, he’s a psychiatrist. He works with people at their wits’ end. I guess you get them like that here, too.’ The doctor makes no comment. ‘Which makes me realise that the life I’ve created is good.’ 

‘So it’s been a conscious process,’ says Dr Ramji. 

Amber feels the words brush against her skin. She senses the minute movements of air between the doctor and herself. Always there are hidden meanings in a woman’s speech. Again she glances at the pinboard, her eye drawn to a postcard by Joshua Reynolds. It’s of a girl hugging a puppy. And, maybe it’s her imagination, but in the room she now catches a warm scent of incense. 

‘There was a letter.’ Again the doctor remains silent, and Amber feels tears welling up in her eyes. ‘I was five or six. My school was perched on the shingle bank beside a bird sanctuary. The school rented the building from the sanctuary, and most days we had nature study. Brent geese flew in from Russia, and we plotted their route on a map in the classroom. Sometimes we got to hold newborn chicks, their warm bodies flickering in our hands.’ Amber looks up. ‘I’m sure you don’t want to hear this—’ 

Amber notices the doctor tuck stray hairs of her geometric cut behind one ear. It’s a simple gesture that makes Dr Ramji suddenly seem very competent, very containing. Amber can whisper secrets, tell her anything, and Dr Ramji will make sense of it all. 

‘There was a letter.’ Amber clears her throat. ‘To parents. From my teacher, Miss Gibson. Announcing the arrival of baby field mice, and future plans to loan them out at weekends. To responsible children. A sort of rodent sleepover. The letter was to get parental permission. I ran all the way home that afternoon, to make sure my mother got it as quickly as possible.’ Amber stares into her lap. 

‘The next morning, over porridge, I watched my mother sign the form and slide it into a used envelope. At registration, Miss Gibson collected the forms (mine was the only one in an envelope) and announced that on Thursday she’d post a rota on the noticeboard—’ 

Amber cannot sit still. The Reynolds painting keeps catching her eye. The girl’s cheeks are flushed with pleasure as she squeezes the puppy on her lap. Amber has not recalled the episode of the mice for thirty years. And yet, it’s as though something inside Amber has lately cut loose. The letter to Miss Gibson is now as vivid as this evening’s drive through the November drizzle to Dr Ramji’s clinic. 

All week, she’s imagined the mice (christened Hector, Kiki and Zaza) in her home. It’s like waiting for Christmas. And she wants so badly to see her place on the rota she decides to set off for school earlier than usual. She can feel her heart pumping. 

The Reynolds girl, clutching her pet, gazes down at Amber. Amber blinks away. 

‘I stood in front of the noticeboard for ages. I knew how to spell my name, and the names of all my friends, even long ones like Stephanie’s, because I went to her birthday party, and wrote in her card. But where was my name? Its capital A? Why wasn’t I on the list? 

‘I turned at the sound of Miss Gibson walking towards me. I used to think the tap of her heels in the corridors was like a white stick on a pavement. “What are you doing here so early, Amber?” she said to me. “I didn’t expect to see you reading this list.” She looked confused. My eyes filled, blurring her. I wanted to say that she’d forgotten my name, but the idea in my head was too jumbled up. 

‘“I am sorry your name won’t be on the list, Amber,” Miss Gibson said. “You should have told us the truth.” Her eyes narrowed on me. “You might have become seriously ill. Thank goodness your mother saw fit to inform me that you are highly allergic to animal fur.”’ 

Amber reaches into her handbag and retrieves a tissue. Dabbing her eyes, she notices a pair of unfamiliar ankles, elegant, precisely crossed, and remembers where she is. She looks up and tries to smile at Dr Ramji. ‘I’m sorry. I’m not sure where all that came from.’ She blows her nose, and tucks the tissue up her sleeve. 

‘What did Miss Gibson say when you told her the truth?’ asks Dr Ramji, in an even voice. 

‘When I told her?’ cries Amber, fresh tears sliding down her cheeks. ‘What could I say? That it was my mother who dislikes helpless creatures? I overheard her at coffee mornings, saying she didn’t really like children. Although all mothers love their own. Don’t they?’ 

Dr Ramji leans forward in her chair. ‘You don’t seem so sure.’ 

Amber’s gaze darts once more to the Reynolds girl before settling on the doctor’s groomed brows. ‘My friends are my family now,’ Amber whispers. 

‘In what sense?’ 

Amber flicks an imaginary thread from her trousers. ‘It’s complicated.’ 

‘You know you can take—?’ 

‘—my time. Yes, but everyone’s waiting downstairs. Shouldn’t we just get on with the surgery?’ 

‘They can wait,’ says the doctor emphatically, reaching out across her polished coffee table to activate an answer machine. 

And, as the doctor settles back in her armchair, Amber finds herself taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly before starting to speak. 


Chapter One 

I’M THE kind of person who plans my spontaneity. Matt’s not on call this weekend and, apart from some CVs I’ve brought home, our weekend is free. Which means a structure is in place. 

The CVs should only take a couple of hours; those that mention long gaps in employment and a large family to support are the hardest to read. Then, while I’m preparing supper, I’ll watch a video of last month’s men’s Wimbledon final; it’s how I like my sport, knowing from the start who’ll win. Supper is for catching up with my oldest friend, Dylan. Or, rather, meeting his new boyfriend. 

The heat this summer has been relentless. Strangers complain to one another of discomfort. London Underground’s schedules have disintegrated, and, with them, commuters’ patience. Weather forecasters sound increasingly apologetic, as if they know their bulletins to be morally reprehensible. A vicar in South Wales declares the hellish temperatures to be a sign of God’s wrath over America’s homosexual bishop. And it seems to me that the known world is suffocating, and that this will be averted only when hand-knitted ghosts from our past are cast off. 

And I’m reminded of Dad, currently snoozing upstairs. He and his friend Audrey are staying the weekend. This morning we went to what he calls the Stately Tate, meaning the old one. Escaped the heat by entering its coolness. I watched as, at eighty, he hurried down the corridor the way a mother might bustle into the kitchen to fetch treats. You’d never guess he’d had a minor stroke earlier this year. By the time Audrey and I, in our leisurely gossip, had finally caught up with him, my dad the erstwhile potter was busy studying the ceramics made by a well-known transvestite. Classical- shaped vases evoking genteel sensibilities, yet decorated with disturbing images and text. ‘Wonderful,’ my father wheezed, tears in his eyes. ‘Just exquisite.’ 

I wasn’t sure quite what to say. Did I really want Dad seeing pictures of abused children, or reading slogans about paedophiles? Did he even know they were there? Or was his approval, one artist to another, misconceived? I tried to lead him away. 

He laughed. ‘If a tranny potter from Essex can find ways in this world to be comfortable in his own skin, Amber darling, then so can you!’ And his bony hands had patted mine. 

I warned him years ago that Matt and I won’t be providing him with grandchildren. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to be a mother. Not even when I was little was I drawn to dolls or small animals like my friends were; some took home the class mice for the weekend, but I was never interested. And, in any case, my mother told me that girls who played with dolls that wet themselves were common. 

As a teenager reading Jackie (when my mother hadn’t confiscated it), I fantasised about marrying the perfect boy, but never pushing a pram. Boyfriends came and went. Some of them I slept with. I asked none of them, in that dreamy post-coital haze, how many children they wanted. My last boyfriend was Matt. 

Matt had been at school with Dylan. And I am for ever in Dylan’s debt for fixing us up. Matt is tall and sandy-haired, his skin a flush of beautiful freckles. When we first met, he reminded me of an antelope, his athleticism exuding the good health of a childhood spent on an orange farm. I often imagine him as a boy, with skinny bronzed limbs, and always with a ball of some description in his hands. And somewhere deep down I think that, in marrying him, I hoped to marry into a childhood of vast, blue skies and ripe fruit. 

But first, of course, I had to have That Conversation. The one about having children. And, having fallen in love practically at first sight, I decided on full disclosure after we’d been dating only a fortnight. Better, I figured, to know up front than to torture myself for months or maybe years, and get it wrong. And so I cooked him coq au vin, and after a few beers, and wearing the white jeans Matt had told me made my bottom look peachy (I am nothing if not thorough), I confessed to a dormant maternal instinct. And Matt had covered my hands in his own and replied that he’d always felt ambivalent about children, and that in his view one needed to be very passionate indeed about the prospect of creating life. He had gone on to add that if he were to marry a woman desperate for children, he’d probably go on to be the father of a rugby team. But that that wouldn’t happen, because he wanted to marry me. 

Part of me was shocked by the speed of this declaration, how it propelled us to a new land I hadn’t realised I longed to visit. And part of me felt relieved that finally I’d been found. 

I turn my mind to the impending dinner party. That sweltering summer afternoon, I assemble ingredients. A childhood dazzled by Fanny Cradock and the Galloping Gourmet has fostered in me an addiction to mise en place. Dylan claims that I count out salt grains; that my food preparation is an art form which makes Shock and Awe look positively slipshod. I just like following recipes. 

I throw scrag ends of leek into the bin and lean against the jamb of the French doors. I inhale the scent of parched soil, and watch Matt tidying the borders of our London garden. He calls it a window box on steroids. In our marital ecosystem, Matt is head gardener, my glossy-haired Mellors. Watching him do practical things makes my arms tingle. His tongue peeps out when he does manual tasks. Weeding, he has his back to me, its broad sweep lightly brown. Matt only has to stick his head out the window to tan a mellow shade of butterscotch. I want to go to him and place a kiss on his neck, to drink of his sweetness. Just then Matt turns and, leaning into the trowel, displays one of his warm smiles. These never fail to delight me, for when Matt smiles grooves appear on either side of his mouth, elegant punctuation marks drawing attention to something significant. From the moment Dylan introduced us, I was aware of Matt’s enviable warm spirit; with smiles so benevolent, they appeared to offer redemption. 

‘What time are we expecting the Pol Roger Padre?’ Matt grins. 

‘The usual – the minute you uncork the wine!’ 

The last of the sun grazes the top of the garden wall. Its colour reminds me of the carrot purée I’ve made in case Dylan’s on one of his short-lived food-elimination regimes. 

‘Everything in the kitchen under control?’ Matt asks, getting up. His right knee creaks. 

‘Of course,’ I say. 

‘Dad and Audrey having their siesta?’ 

I grin. ‘Yes.’ 

‘Only, I was thinking of getting out of these,’ he pulls off his gardening gloves, ‘and having a quick shower.’ He wears that smile which is like chewing toffee. 

I lead him inside. 


Chapter Two 

DYLAN AND DAVID arrive for supper with two cats – the unnamed runts of a litter dropped by David’s daughter’s pet. It takes me a while to get my head around all this, but what with a risotto, the purée, a jar of Audrey’s home-made chutney and a ripe Epoisse which I can’t eat but whose ribald smell is sufficient compensation, there is ample time to hear the story of what Dylan calls David’s ‘road to Damascus’. 

And, as David describes how he’d always suspected he was homosexual (enunciating all five vowel sounds, clearly relishing saying the word aloud), and how marriage to flame-haired Caryl only reinforced his suspicions, I find myself thinking about how our lives are changed by the choices we make, and how brave you’d have to be to have a change of heart. 

Like my dad leaving my mother. I watch him help Audrey to some cheese, his gnarled hand firm on the knife, the blue veins standing proud from the pressure. I can almost feel his potter’s grip from when he used to wrap me in a towel at bathtime. I collect the pudding bowls from the cupboard and, as I set them down, see that he and Audrey are holding hands under the table. 

* 

Somehow, we end up keeping the cats. David intended them as child substitutes for his broody lover, and brought them to dinner en route to staying the night at what Dylan likes to call, with no little irony, his vicar-cage. After coffee, and having been banned from doing the washing up, Dad and Audrey have gone to bed. Dylan sits at the grand piano: a present from Matt to me when he was made a consultant. Its glossy lid is home to framed photos – two dozen or more: our wedding, a skiing trip, parties, christenings. I have my hair up. I have a bob. I have stick-on flicks. I have a henna rinse. I am blonde. I’m with friends; I’m holding their babies. Matt is kissing me. 

Dylan is playing the piano. A female ball of fur and bones has commandeered his lap. Dylan is running through the songs to a Stephen Sondheim musical he hopes to stage to raise money to repair his church roof. His mother, Pamela, is threatening to audition. The male cat jumps off David’s knees, and saunters into a piano leg. 

‘That cat’s got Amber’s sense of direction!’ guffaws Matt. 

‘Better that’, I snap, ‘than that he has your sense of humour.’ Matt rises to close the front shutters and plants a noisy kiss on my head as he passes. 

‘You guys!’ says David, whose hair reminds me of a startled grey mammal. I watch him flick cat fur from his combat trousers. Let’s hope it doesn’t fly up and get caught in the braces on his teeth. When I stop my silent bitch-fest, I realise that Dylan has been making up a song about the cats, which he has christened Tim and Tallulah. 

‘Keep them!’ cries Dylan, thudding a final chord before swivelling round on the stool. 

‘Now I know how Mary must have felt before the Angel Gabriel,’ says Matt, solemnly. 

My insides curdle. Has Matt changed his mind about having children? ‘Don’t be daft, Dylan,’ I say quickly. 

‘Why not? I’m running a retreat in a couple of days’ time, so, as much as David wants me to have them—’ 

‘Don’t be daft,’ I repeat, buying time for Matt to ride to my rescue, slay this evil offer and keep our pairing intact. As a psychiatrist, he’s rigid on boundaries. Apparently patients hate his professional neutrality, and attempt all manner of personal intrusions. They quiz him, wanting him as their special friend, their surrogate parent. And Matt smiles (at least I always picture him in his office smiling, since he’s always smiling at me), and scribbles a note or two on a pad. Then he wonders aloud why they want to know. This annoys them intensely, which makes for more notes, more smiles. 

‘Sounds like a great idea,’ says Matt. 

I glare at my husband. ‘Are they house-trained?’ I ask, as if remotely interested. 

‘They’re barely five weeks old.’ 

‘Dylan tells me you’ve decided not to have kids—’ I note the way David slips this in, as if to say, Dylan’s told me everything about you ‘— so you won’t have to worry about small hands accidentally shutting them in the washing machine.’ 

‘It’s not their welfare I’m worried about,’ I snap. 

‘And they do so match your Farrow & Ball paintwork,’ he adds, raising an eyebrow. I meet his look with one of my own, as a nickname for him, ‘Camp David’, takes up residence in my head. 

Matt is on his haunches by the fireplace. One kitten is on its hind legs, tugging with its front paws at Matt’s sleeve; the other is being tickled, eyes half-closed in apparent ecstasy. A parent playing with the children. I feel a sharp stitch in my left side. ‘Dyl, why me?’ 

‘Because we’re like family, you and me. Friends are the new family—’ 

‘Like white is the new black,’ smirks David. I want to slug him. 

‘And they’re sooooo adorable,’ says Dylan, watching Matt and the cats. 

‘So, you have them, Dyl—’ Then I stop, realising in that moment that all three men are now looking at me in a particularly complicit way. My chest feels tight. I rub my collarbone. 

‘All right,’ I say with a sigh. ‘But only until you’re back from your retreat.’ I watch as Matt rises to close the French windows. ‘Then you must have them. You’re the broody one around here.’ 

David taps his watch and reminds Dylan of his eight o’clock Communion tomorrow morning. He goes out to his car and returns with a cardboard box, which contains all the paraphernalia novice parents of juvenile cats need for those crucial first nights at home. Dylan is hunching on his jacket. Watching him flick his Pre- Raphaelite curls out from under the collar, a sudden rush of feeling floods my body. His eyes are red and watery, as if leaving the cats behind constitutes a loss of insurmountable proportions. 

There is a pause. David, hovering by the car, clears his throat. I have this fleeting sense, perhaps incorrect, that David is prompting Dylan, that he’s taking control. 

Dylan looks at me again, and this time his squeeze at the tops of my arms is just a little too sharp. ‘Darling, I meant to tell you earlier. David and I, we’re thinking of adopting.’ 


Chapter Three 

I AM STANDING in bare feet, gripping the basin in one hand. With the other I pull at strands of blonde hair along my parting – I do not need to use the bathroom mirror in front of me. My fingers detect subtle textural differences, dropping those that feel too smooth, too regular, gently tugging until one strand remains between thumb and middle finger, a strand slightly thicker than all the rest, and therefore from experience more likely to be a darker shade, a strand punctuated by coarse ridges suggesting the beginnings of a fracture, a place of weakness. Prepubescent cats for a week I can just about cope with. I pull, absorbed in the friction between my fingers, skimming the bumps, soothed by the monotony. Dylan, actively gay and my oldest friend, suddenly (Yes! All right, Matt, not over-night, but you know what I mean) acquiring a lifetime commitment to children he’ll raise as his own is altogether different. I take the shaft of hair in my left hand, inching my way along it with my right, scoring it with my thumbnail, enjoying the resistance between hair cuticle and finger, making the hair curl like scissors scrolling ribbon for a parcel. If I increase the pressure just slightly, I’ll hear the hair snap at its point of tension, split ends feathering into existence. 

Instead, tonight I pull the strand right out of my scalp. I feel the root tear from its follicle, feel the small bead of pain, see the bulb’s creamy globule of oil wobble in the air as I exhale. The planes of my face in the mirror are harsh yet strangely passive, my untugged hair flat and closely cropped (I am going through a vague Mia Farrow phase). I am aware of a fierce ache in my upper arms. 


Chapter Four 

‘I DON’T KNOW WHY you’re worrying, yaar,’ sighs Nicole, easing a column of chocolate hair over her shoulder. ‘Dylan’s gay. He’ll never be approved.’ 

I stop tipping my chair, and watch my colleague drink her first iced coffee of Monday morning. Such breaks are rare. We work hard, as headhunters, recruiting to fill senior corporate vacancies. It’s not exactly rocket science, but I’ve got the knack of helping people fit together. Pity I had no joy with my parents. 

I’ve decided this morning to confide in Nicole – hence the caffeine break. Nicole and I are the only female partners in the firm. We wear linen trouser suits and hide our laptops in grosgrain handbags, which sit at our feet like spaniels. 

‘What do you mean, approved ?’ 

‘Well, adoption agencies are very picky.’ Nicole’s voice, as much as her sentiment, soothes me. Her New Delhi lilt always sounds intelligent and precise; it makes me believe her implicitly. ‘They prefer you to be under thirty. Which Dylan, like us, is not. And married, which Dylan could claim to be, but only to a higher being.’ Nicole sips her drink through beautiful, cushioned lips. ‘And you must be deemed sensible, na, which Dylan most definitely hasn’t been since he tried to become treasurer of the College Boat Club—’ 

‘Only because he fancied the cox. Dylan couldn’t move through water if you sewed on an outboard motor. But he’s a vicar.’ 

‘Absolutely. And you have to be straight.’ 

‘Seriously?’ 

Nicole sets her drink down on my desk blotter and proceeds to finger-comb her hair. ‘Actually, I’m not sure about that one. He could go abroad, where the rules aren’t so strict.’ 

I choke on a mouthful of coffee. ‘You mean, he might get a child from overseas?’ 

‘Absolutely!’ laughs Nicole, picking up her cup again and noisily sucking a mixture of chilled milk and air through the straw. ‘But stop being so xenophobic, yaar? We foreigners aren’t quite as awful as you might think. And Dylan’s bound to make you godmother. How many would that make in your portfolio?’ 

‘Six, at last count.’ 

Nicole pouts her approval. ‘How on earth do you tell them apart?’ 

‘It’s all on a spreadsheet.’ 

‘Achha? A spreadsheet.’ We both laugh – Nicole because she assumes I’m joking, and me because I know I’m not. 

‘Of course, it doesn’t just feature godchildren. It records all the kids of people I know. Look.’ I click my mouse and, when I’ve located the right file, swivel the screen to Nicole. I list out the columns: ‘Date of birth, full name (including Hebrew alternatives where appropriate), eye colour, presents bought, presents requested, hobbies, allergies—’ 

‘Ye-gods!’ says Nicole, in that slangy, old-fashioned Hinglish of hers that I adore. ‘Boys’ names in blue, girls’ in red?’ 

‘And duplicates are underlined.’ 

‘Don’t you get bored of being so anal?’ 

My skin prickles. I have to remind myself that Nicole is my friend. ‘Don’t all godmothers do this?’ 

‘Dominic was made a godfather once, but he can’t remember who to.’ 

‘Oh, right. You and Dominic still—?’ 

‘On and off, yaar. Can’t remember why, but there we are. Probably something to do with the fact that he doesn’t keep banging on about having kids.’ 

I smile. With that defiant, if suspiciously un-English, ‘e’ (Nicole’s parents spent their honeymoon in the former French colony of Pondicherry), Nicole was apparently often overheard as a child voicing a desire to grow up to be an expensive toy. A First in Psychology and a successful career appear not to have dimmed such ambition. 

* 

During the morning, my mood seesaws. Interviewing candidates, or phoning them to tell them they’ve got the job, are absorbing tasks. Also, my dad rings, to let me know that he and Audrey got home safely this morning. We chat, although I steer clear of mentioning Dylan’s announcement. But, between one task and the next, panic flares up like toothache in a cavity. Dylan is planning to have children. How could he! And, how could he – in the sense of how will it happen? I grip the sides of my desk until my knuckles are tinged with white. 

My friends fall into two camps: not gay and straight, as Matt once scientifically observed, but child-ful and child-free. On the one side, I’m aware of an ever-increasing regiment of wailing, overtired creatures, whose self-obsessed behaviour is acted out in the name of their demanding offspring. On the other side stand Matt and me. 

Our outriders are Dylan and Nicole, flanked by Jenny and Clive, who, despite being the first of my college gang to marry, have never seemed inclined to spawn. Which we all tease them about, since one would fear for children born to a father with such a droopy, unfashionable moustache and a mother who has a penchant for bright, voluminous knitwear. Clive is a skinny management consultant. There is something of the angle-poise about him. Jenny is not skinny. She has an amazing singing voice, mellifluous with a rasp to it, honey dripping over the honeycomb. But she is one of life’s mice; and I have always been privately intrigued, given her size, how easily someone as talented as Jenny can recede into the background. Perhaps that’s why she favours such raucous jumpers. 

That Dylan is now switching sides constitutes, in my humble opinion, an act of extraordinary selfishness and betrayal. 

* 

‘So, yaar, what have you bought the twins?’ asks Nicole, extracting a pack of moist tissues from her bag and wiping her manicured fingers before tackling her sandwich. (We regret to inform you of the temporary closure today of the staff canteen due to staff training.) 

‘They asked for guitars,’ I reply, as I prise open a tub of salad and select the one cherry tomato. We have both had our respective client lunches cancelled and are relishing the freedom of eating without cutlery. ‘Serena and Harry will kill me.’ 

Nicole shakes her head. ‘Serena won’t. With five daughters in the house, another hundred decibels won’t make that much difference. And Harry won’t notice – he’s a teacher. He’s congenitally oblivious to group disruption. Nicole dabs at the corners of her mouth. ‘Now, ask me what I’ve bought them. I have bought’, she continues excitedly, ‘a bead kit for Eloise to braid her hair, and glittery playing cards for Esme. And, unlike you, I’m not even their godmother. I am so kind!’ she laughs. ‘Those children will remember my presents for the rest of their lives.’ 

‘Don’t be daft. Do you remember what your godparents gave you when you were five?’ 

‘Not much need for godparents, given that several generations of my dad’s family all lived together in the same compound in Delhi.’ 

I struggle to imagine what having lots of relations around must feel like. Both my sets of grandparents died in the war, neither my dad nor my mother has siblings, and by the time I was four my parents had lost touch with the couple they’d made my godparents. 

‘But that’s not the point,’ continues Nicole. ‘These girls will remember me—’ 

‘—when they’re in therapy with Matt,’ I laugh, ‘whingeing about the stereotypical presents they got as kids. We scar them for life! We buy them the presents we wish we’d had as children. And, when they grow up, they’ll do exactly the same.’ 

‘At least we give presents and bother to show up for parties, na. Remember last year? Very bad form to forget a godchild’s birthday. Still, Ed was single back then. I wonder if he’ll make it to the party this afternoon in person, or simply delegate to the lovely Louisa.’ 

I stop chewing. ‘Ed won’t be at the party.’ I fork my salad leaves lazily, whilst Nicole prods my arm, demanding clarification. ‘You and I are collecting Louisa en route.’ 

‘So he’s coming on later?’ 

‘Ed’s left Louisa.’ 

‘Achha! When? How?’ 

‘Last week. On a plane. With his new woman.’ 

‘Ye-gods! Typical Ed. He’s so fickle.’ 

‘And Louisa’s so pregnant.’ 

Nicole’s beautiful brown eyes widen. ‘So that’s why we haven’t seen them for months!’ 

We pick at our meal in silence, although my appetite, at least, has dwindled. It seems the only thing to do. 


Chapter Five 

THE NIGHT I wore my white jeans and cooked him coq au vin, Matt told me about his sister. When he was six years old, nearly seven, his parents told him they were going to have a lovely surprise, a miracle – which turned out not to be the genuine Springboks rugby shirt he’d been begging for, but instead a brother or sister, and Matt could choose the name. He called the baby-to-be Lesothosaurus, after his toy dinosaur, but his parents said it had to be a proper name, and began calling the bump Carl or Hannah, depending on whether it was kicking in Mummy’s tummy or just fluttering. But Matt did get to help paint the room overlooking the orange orchards as a nursery, and got to tell all his friends at school that a baby was coming in time for Christmas. 

And one night the baby came, although Harvest Festival was only just over. Matt woke to the sounds of a wounded animal groaning, and people running up and down the corridor. When he opened his door, the maid Phoebe rumbled past him in a blur of blue cotton, carrying the huge saucepan she used for making stews, and slopping water on to her large maroon slippers and the carpet. The howling got louder, followed by low moans, and seemed to be coming from his parents’ bedroom. Lesothosaurus in his hand, Matt was about to check out the source of the noise, when his father burst out of the room, pushing Phoebe in front of him, and screaming at her to get more water, more towels. Phoebe heaved her frame down the corridor and, when she passed Matt standing in his doorway, the tears streaming down made her black face all shiny. 

‘Don’t shout at Phoebe,’ he yelled at his father, and slammed shut his bedroom door. He went to sleep with his hands over his ears. 

In the morning, his father came and sat on his bed. His hair was all messed up and his eyes were bloodshot, the same as when he and the farm manager would return from a day in Johannesburg, selling oranges at auction. His father said he was sorry for shouting and he hoped that Matt would forgive him. And then he screwed a clump of blanket in his fist, and told Matt about his little sister, a delicate angel too good for this world, who had come for a visit and then gone away. 

His father was looking at the wall. Matt had an uncomfortable churning feeling in his tummy. So, with his hand clutching Lesothosaurus under the bedclothes, he asked in a whisper whether he was going to be sent away soon, too. And his father had fled the room. 


Chapter Six 

DEARLY BELOVED.

Dylan married Matt and me in his church. The building squats in a cul-de-sac like a toad, between a 1960s tower block and a derelict candle factory. Carbon black from decades of grime, its buttresses and stumpy spire are as warts on a natterjack. But appearances can be deceptive. Inside, there’s a reredos of beaten gold beneath a dado of carved alabaster. From the nave, one’s eye is drawn high above the altar to a triptych of stained-glass windows, representing in glowing colours the Father, Son and Holy Ghost of the Trinity. In their design are patterns of such richness and dreamlike unreality that each window blends into one harmonious composition. They are windows of such beauty they feature in guidebooks. 

Dylan enjoys the mismatch between inside and out. It symbolises for him the essence of religion, how the inner is more important than any outer show. I’ve never really taken much notice of the architecture. I’m drawn instead to all the drama – what Dylan calls the smells and bells. I don’t have faith, as such. Haven’t had since my early childhood prayers went unanswered. 

My faith is in Dylan. 

Do you, Amber? 

We met at university, reading English. Dylan, with his explosion of ginger curls, favoured contemporary writers, and embraced deconstruction. Back then I wore my hair in a ponytail, and found comfort in the formal social codes of Dickens and James. Dylan read voraciously, scribbling frantic notes and disagreements in the margins, cracking the spines as he splayed the books, the better to devour and digest the words. I bought little plastic covers for my books, and kept their spines in mint condition. 

Mesmerised in lectures by Dylan’s habit of scrawling the letters ‘AMDG’ at the top of all his notes, I was in awe of his devotion to God. I imagined a life rich with spiritual meaning. Later I learned this was a misconception, that it was in fact a ritual left over from a failed love affair with a Catholic boy in the village. 

Do you take this man? 

If I now attend church at all, it’s to enjoy the changing altar drapes of the church year; to be moved by the sight of Dylan’s hands placed on the heads of children, their hair enamelled by the wands of light filtering through the stained glass; or to see his arms raised for the final blessing, striking the pose he once adopted as Salieri in a college production of Amadeus. I go out of friendship, although I suspect that something in the church’s quiet rhythm, its annual calendar or its daily rituals, has drawn me in. A toad catching a fly. 

For our wedding, Jenny, in a yellow cashmere cardigan chosen to match the freesias in my bouquet, sang Sondheim’s ‘Being Alive’; a performance so moving that the congregation felt compelled to clap. And Dylan delivered a sermon, urging us to take the risk, and find the joy in each other. 

Do you promise? 

* 

‘So, we never finished talking about Ed and Louisa, na,’ says Nicole, switching off the intercom to stop the taxi driver listening. ‘What else did she tell you?’ 

‘Said he phoned from the airport, to say that he needed to sort a few things out, and that she ought to think about an abortion.’ 

‘Eeshhh!’ says Nicole, reaching into her grosgrain handbag for a comb. ‘He cuts to the chase. And Louisa said?’ 

‘Nothing much. Hang on – excuse me, it’s right at the next lights, and then second on the left. Where was I? Oh yes, and her mother’s staying with her in Ed’s flat.’ 

‘But is Louisa going to keep the baby? That’s the most pressing thing, surely?’ 

‘I got the feeling it’s all a bit late for that.’ 

‘Catholic?’ asks Nicole, combing at a particularly resilient knot. 

‘No, just too late all round. Poor girl.’ 

‘No wonder we haven’t seen them for months.’ We both stare thoughtfully out of our respective windows of the taxi. ‘So, approaching forty obviously hasn’t made Ed grow up.’ 

‘Yeah, midlife crisis,’ I say. ‘And his secretary’s also taken the week off. Yes, where that mini’s parked, thank you. Look, Louisa’s on the doorstep. She must have heard us turning into the street. Oh the poor thing – she looks exhausted,’ I add. 

Nicole opens the taxi door and steps on to the pavement. ‘Hello Lou. Look, leave that bag on the pavement, I’ll get it. You step in.’ 

I register the stony pallor of Louisa’s skin. It emphasises her wide, green eyes. ‘Hi, Lou. Do you want to sit facing the driver?” 

‘Thank you, Amber, yes,’ she says, heaving herself in with effort. Her high voice, with its refined elocution, sounds watered down somehow. ‘I still get queasy, even this late in the afternoon.’ Her lips barely part as she speaks, as if she’s scared she might throw up at any moment. I want to hold her, rub her back or something, but I’m afraid I’ll make her feel worse. 

As our taxi pulls away, I catch a glimpse of a woman at the ground-floor window, who I take to be Louisa’s mother. I watch her as she runs her finger along the sash. Turning her palm upwards, she inspects the dust on the tip, before pressing it on to the windowpane, a fingerprint at the scene of the crime – the scene of Ed’s treachery. If you mess with my daughter, this gesture seems to say, you mess with me. 

Till death us do part. 

* 

And then we were husband and wife. There was champagne for the reception, and sea bass for supper. Everyone had a lump in their throat when Dad recalled when I was small enough to lie on his forearm, between fingertip and the crook of his elbow. And my mother, sitting at a separate table, had apparently remarked to no one in particular that actually her ex-husband was wrong, and that I was a very long baby – rather like the labour. 

And Matt’s best man, fellow medic Peder, had told lots of stories as fed to him by old chums like Dylan; stories which resolved important urban mysteries such as why he was known at boarding school as ‘Fat Matt’ despite being very slim and fit (answer: because no one could ever pronounce his real name, a custom his friends had praised me for overturning). And people had written rude things in our guest book, and taken mad photos of each other with disposable cameras. And I was introduced by my new mother-in-law, who was wearing nuptial black, to a distant uncle over from South Africa – and the uncle kept referring to my new husband as Matthys, but my new mother-in-law had explained that we all had to call him Matt from now on because poor Amber can’t pronounce Matthys. 

For better, for worse. 

* 

Harry opens the door and several small children push past his legs. They thud into the three of us standing on the path. Harry blinks to attention. 

‘Girls, girls, girls. What a treat!’ he enthuses, his voice carrying its habitual note of irony, as if he isn’t surrounded on a daily basis by females. 

I scoop up Eloise, one of Harry’s five daughters, and balance her on my hip. Her floppy blonde hair smells of strawberries, and for a moment I turn my head slightly to inhale this scent in secret. My heart melts. She giggles and tells me I’m tickling her ear. She pulls at my face to make it face hers again. The skin at her temples is pale and delicate, nearly transparent. I marvel at the way she literally seizes what she wants from life. I want her never to lose this. I squeeze her tightly. 

Eloise leans forward to pat Louisa’s distended stomach. 

‘Pat gently, Ellie,’ I say. ‘Louisa has a baby in her tummy.’ 

‘For me?’ Eloise asks. ‘I’m six,’ she adds, as if this statement provides ample justification for Louisa handing over her one remaining reason for living. 

‘Well, birthday girl,’ I say quickly, ‘let’s go in and see all the presents you’ve had.’ 

* 

Our present table resembled something out of central casting. A dry-stone wall of boxes wrapped in shiny paper, shapes almost too perfect to contain real gifts. Frankly, I was flattered; I’d had dreams in the run-up to the wedding of walking down the aisle surrounded by empty pews. 

We decided against a wedding list: the prerogative of marrying in our thirties. I suggested this because I feared our guests would overlook it. Matt agreed, and told me he hoped to offer the absence of a wedding list as a symbol to his parents of his autonomy. Above all, such was our faith in our relationship that to ask for something as mundane as a set of kitchen steps verged on the sacrilegious. 

And yet, given the pile of presents we received, I could only conclude that guests had been wracked with guilt at the prospect of arriving empty-handed, or had felt under some compulsion to demonstrate by their well-judged gifts just what good friends they were of ours, of Matt and me, the new Bezeidenhouts. During the reception, Dylan had sent four choir boys to the church hall to collect trestle tables and erect them at the back of the marquee pitched in the vicar-cage garden. 

By the power vested in me. 

* 

Dylan and Jenny loiter with poorly disguised intent beside the sausages on sticks; hardly surprising, since Dylan can’t cook, and Jenny can never stop eating (she says she’s too attached to the Mondrian patterns on her poncho jumpers to diet). Eloise is still joined to my hip, while Esme hits my bottom with a cushion. Serena approaches with a plate daubed with crumbs and smudges of buttercream. 

‘You two! I wondered who was squirrelling all the sausages away. I don’t know! The children only want to eat sweet things this year.’ 

‘It was Jenny,’ mumbles Dylan, chewing. Jenny slaps Dylan play- fully and, during the ensuing laughter, pops another sausage into her mouth. 

‘I can never keep up,’ laughs Serena. ‘At Eleanor’s party it was Hula Hoops, and at Emily’s it was egg sarnies. There’s always one item of food the children want to eat above all else. And this year it’s cake. At this rate, we’re going to be eating sausages until next Christmas.’ 

‘Not if Dylan keeps this up,’ I laugh, setting Eloise down. 

‘Dylan, dearest, can you be an angel and herd everyone into the sitting room. Harry’s about to do his clown thing and the kids never listen to me.’ 

‘Only’, says Dylan, handing her his glass of boxed wine, ‘if you guard this till I get back.’ 

Serena agrees, while Dylan walks over in the manner of a ghoul to a group of children. 

‘Shouldn’t really,’ whispers Serena, placing a palm over the glass. Jenny and I stare at her. 

‘You’re not?’ we both chime. 

‘No, no, no,’ Serena giggles. ‘I can’t be. I’m on the pill. Harry made me, after number five. No, it’s just that I’m so tired. Still, what the heck!’ She takes a long mouthful and places the glass on the table. ‘Although, don’t say anything, but I stopped last month.’ 

‘You stopped taking the pill?’ asks Jenny, as if to clarify. Her honey-fed tones sound coarser somehow. 

‘Shhhhhh. Yes. But don’t tell Harry.’ 

‘You old devil!’ I say, regarding my friend. Not for the first time, I wonder what it must be like to be Serena, to have let yourself go physically, producing so many children in quick succession, and to not mind. To have permanently chapped hands, and thick ankles, and bags under the eyes, and to not have time to visit the hairdressers to mask the grey. To be barely able to tie an apron around your shapeless middle – to be too busy, perhaps, to ever take the apron off. Now, there’s an intriguing contraceptive. Instinctively I tighten my stomach muscles. I have memorised, without realising, the duration of Serena’s four labours (the most recent baby was practically born in the hospital lift). The drama of the twins’ emergency Caesarean, for example, is seared into my mind. The most remarkable thing is that Serena never complains, not about the piles, not about the nausea, not about her girls. To spend every day juggling crisis and heartache and anarchy, and to do it all for love? That, I believe, is the most mysterious part of all. 

‘But you’ve got five already,’ says Jenny, taking a step back. 

‘I know, I know. And Harry’s been talking lately about vasectomies. Someone in his staffroom has had one and says it’s done wonders for his sex life—’ 

‘Evidence would suggest’, I say, ‘that you and Harry need hardly worry on that score—’ 

‘’Fraid not, Amber. I’m just gloriously fertile! But I was in the attic sorting out things for this party and I came across a bag of baby clothes. I took them out and began to fold them properly with a view to giving them to charity, and I realised that I couldn’t do it. All those pink clothes, the tiny dresses. How could I give them away? It would be like giving away my own children. I sat in that attic for an hour and sobbed.’ 

‘Poor you,’ I say, putting a tentative arm around her. The warmth, the softness of Serena’s body surprises me – while her back feels strong, as do her shoulder blades. It’s as if she is more real, more genuine than me. 

‘Oh, Amber, you’re sweet. But I know I’m lucky. Some women can’t conceive. They’re desperate. Imagine that. Every day I look at the girls and I can’t help smiling. But you career women don’t want to hear me blather on about my addiction to soiled nappies. See! Where’s Jenny gone? I’ve been boring you all and she’s escaped! Come on. Let’s go and see if Harry’s Clarence the Clown is keeping them quiet.’ 

As Serena follows me into the other room, she creeps up and whispers in my ear, ‘But I tell you, if Harry is planning a vasectomy, he’d better be bloody quick!’ 

* 

I enter the kitchen having read the twins one final bedtime story, smiling at the memory of Eloise and Esme asleep in separate beds, holding hands across the carpet. Serena is spooning coffee granules into mugs. Dylan is stretching cling film over margarine tubs overflowing with cheese straws and crisps, a talent honed by fifteen years of parish soirées. Harry stands at the sink wiping clown make- up from his face with own-brand kitchen towels. 

I accept a mug from Serena, decline milk, and breathe in the muskiness. After the brittle noises of the party, I relax in the silence between friends. Everyone else has gone home: Nicole braved a cab with queasy Louisa, and Jenny left early to cook supper, or knit a sweater. 

I watch Harry as I sip, remembering another performance, another lifetime, before babies, before clients, before choices. Harry as Prospero, Harry as King Lear, Harry as Joe Keller. Harry reading Sky to my Sarah in Guys and Dolls – a production that was cancelled early due to lack of funds. It’s as if Harry was always destined to play only the father. 

I met Dylan and Harry at auditions for the university revue group. My thoughts turn to plays performed, curtains called, and I compare them instantaneously, as the mind can, to the competitiveness of work. And I wonder how I was seduced into trading in the simple pleasure of applause for the flashier model of a competitive package with performance-related bonus. As I watch Harry throw the last traces of his clown’s face into the bin, I marvel at his faith in being able to delight his children. 

‘Sweet one, you were tremendous,’ says Serena, handing her husband his coffee. 

‘Praise indeed from the Butcher of Battersea!’ he smiles, and they clink chipped mugs. Behind them, the lights on the baby monitor flare like a rash, a child’s whimper getting louder. 

‘Yes,’ says Dylan, ‘I was going to say, Hal. Your finest performance ever!’ 

‘Well, Dyl, you’ve got to do your bit,’ says Serena, heading for the door. ‘Children’s parties are so competitive now, and we can’t afford a professional entertainer. For richer, for poorer, eh?’ Here she winks at Harry. ‘So, you do what you have to do. I’ll go, Harry. You stay and drink your coffee.’ 

I hear her steady footsteps as she climbs the stairs. 

‘Seeing as how you obviously haven’t lost your old touch, Hal, I’ve got the parish drama group staging Company at Harvest Festival this year. I’ve tried to persuade Amber to audition. Maybe you’d like to? You could say I’m hoping to harvest the fruit of your talents!’ 

‘Company?’ says Harry, thoughtfully. ‘Isn’t that the Sondheim show about the chap who’s surrounded by married friends, but who’s afraid to get hitched?’ 

‘The very same,’ says Dylan. ‘A man under pressure! Fancy it?’ 

‘I’m sorry, Dyl. I’m under enough pressure this summer. I swear, I do much more work than any of my pupils, and I’m sure that’s not the right way round—’ 

‘Oh, go on—’ 

‘He’s got five children, Dylan,’ I add. 

‘And, of course we’d have more, if I had my way—’ 

‘More?’ Dylan and I say, cautiously, together. 

‘So, if I’m going to—’ 

‘Did you mean more money, or more work?’ I say, a little too sharply, knowing he didn’t mean either, but resisting the appalling alternative. 

‘No,’ says Harry, quietly. ‘More children.’ And he reaches up into a top cupboard and brings down an old bottle of whisky. 

‘You sly old dog,’ cries Dylan. ‘Last week you told me, in confidence, that you were thinking of having the snip.’ 

‘I know. I was. The head of Biology has had one and—’ 

‘Intentionally? Or a class experiment which went badly wrong?’ 

‘Shut up, Dyl,’ I snap. ‘Does Serena know how you feel?’ I pour a finger, and drink it back in one gulp. 

‘Well, she’s on the pill, so it’s not really an issue.’ Harry stares down at his shoes and shuffles his feet away from an imaginary finishing line on the lino. ‘But, you know, I was looking at the faces of all the children this afternoon, their eyes shining like conkers, and it brought it all back to me. I so loved being a child, didn’t you? Every day was so exciting, full of adventure. I think I want to put off the day that stops happening in this house.’ 

I grab the bottle and pour myself another slug. 

‘At this rate, by the time you stop, your oldest will be producing grandchildren!’ laughs Dylan, putting his arm around Harry. 

‘Well, that’s what it’s all about, isn’t it?’ I can see his eyes are shining. ‘I have such clear memories. Like having chickenpox one June, and my father teaching me to bowl in the fortnight I was off school. Bowling at a wicket painted on the back wall, over, and over, and over again. Off-spinners, leg breaks. God, that was the best summer ever. And Ian Botham being sacked as captain against Australia, and then making two centuries, and taking five wickets to win the series. And seeing Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea. And visiting HMS Victory in dry dock in Portsmouth and discovering that the floorboards of the lowest deck where the surgeon worked were painted red to hide the blood. Those were wonderful days, wonderful days. I don’t want to lose that. I loved it so much, I want it all over again.’ He looks from Dylan to me and grins shyly, as if seeking affirmation. ‘I want a son.’ 

* 

I close my front door and rest against it. I can still smell Dylan’s cologne where we cheek-hugged goodnight. He declined my offer of coffee; he has a sermon to write, and a suitcase to pack for tomorrow’s retreat. My stomach, even after tonight’s diet of party food, rumbles vigorously. The house is in darkness. Tallulah (or is it timid Tim? Who gives a toss?) tiptoes into the hall and swirls herself, himself, around my legs. The fur against my tights sets my teeth on edge. My mother says cats gravitate to those who like them least. How fortunate, I think, that in human relationships it’s the other way around. 

I’ve never been nervous before about discussing things with Dylan. There’s never been any censorship. We’ve survived meeting each other’s mothers, for goodness sake; what more evidence of friendship do you need? And yet, tonight, I was conscious of the word hanging in the car between us, as annoying as furry dice. Adoption. Yet I know I must say something soon. I want specifics. Above all, I think I want him to tell me it was all a joke. 

In the kitchen, the answer machine is winking at me. It’ll be Matt’s caramel voice explaining, in vague terms, the crisis currently rendering me a work widow. I feel an irrational stab of envy for the patients commanding his attention. I want the man they call a saint to be my saviour alone. 

Before I have a chance to play his message, the doorbell rings. I pad up to the hall. Matt must have left his keys at the hospital. 

‘The cats!’ wails Dylan, pushing past me. His melodrama isn’t even feigned. 

‘What about them?’ I ask, through tight lips. 

‘Well, I could hardly go on retreat without saying goodbye!’ 

‘They’ve been suicidal,’ I say, drily. Dylan laughs at what he imagines is sarcasm. Suddenly, I can’t bear for Dylan to find them. ‘They just left.’ 

I watch a frown crumple Dylan’s forehead as he thinks this through. This is my power, the power to make Dylan pause and reflect. But he’d never understand, would never choose me over the cats, would never even realise he was expected to make a choice. And all because I can never tell anyone of my fear that there never seems to be enough love to go round. 

As he calls their names, Tallulah enters the hall. She sidles up to his legs and curls herself around them. She half-lowers her eyelids, and lets out a seductive purr of encouragement. Dylan picks her up. I scrunch my toes on the sisal. 

‘So, you hadn’t come to see me, then?’ I say, going downstairs to the kitchen. I’m aiming for levity, but recognise it, once vocalised, as a handbrake turn on the slip road to hysteria. I busy myself making drinks and stand close to the kettle. In the background, Dylan is making baby talk. He is so engrossed in his reunion that it’s not until I slam his mug down on a pile of rejected CVs that he starts to communicate with me and admits that he really can’t stay. 

‘Just for a few minutes.’ My whine revolts me. But at just this moment, Tallulah (she’s probably killed Tim) leaps from Dylan’s arms. So he agrees to stay, and sips his coffee. 

‘God,’ he groans, wiping the back of his hand across his eyes, which are watering profusely. ‘Imagine having to entertain kids all day, every day. I don’t know how Serena and Harry do it.’ 

I eye him carefully. ‘I reckon they find it hard, finding time for each other.’ I want to speak on, but something makes me hesitate, knowing Dylan will never fully understand my bizarre fears of being replaced in his affections by two cats. Dylan, son of Pamela, who married young and produced her little prince before she was out of her teens. As Matt once put it to me: unable to tolerate the competition, Dylan’s father had died of a heart attack when our Oedipus was less than two. Dylan has Pamela. 

I’ve never known such certainty. 

‘Do you know your answer machine’s flashing?’ says Dylan, suddenly. He leans over and hits the play button. Which on reflection is a good thing, as it means that I’m not alone as I listen to Audrey’s voice, letting me know, with much sorrow, that my father has died. 
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