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One

When did it all start? She would never know for sure, although later she would trace it, like a finger on a map following the broad river back to the invisible thread of its beginnings, to one evening in early winter. Outside, she remembered it as cold, dark, full of damp, gusty wind; the rattle of dustbin lids, the hiss of cars through puddles, the rustle of bushes, the creak of bending trees. Inside it was warm and the puddles of brightness cast by the lamps and the candles made the room seem like a deep cave in the secret heart of London. She dwelt on what might have happened until she could no longer distinguish between what she knew and what she had imagined. She illuminated the shadowy corners, poured into mysterious silences the suggestive murmur of their voices, allowed herself to picture them together: a moment when the match was struck, its cool flame licking at the dry tinder, and nobody had any idea of the conflagration to come. And if they had known, would they have stopped it? Blown out the flame, left it at that: a moment of possibility, something they would remember later, if they thought about it at all, with a rueful sense of life’s precariousness.

And what about her? If Irene herself could have turned the hidden destruction of that evening back on its oiled hinge, closed it off with a neat click, would she have done so? Would she?

*

Everyone left late, one by one or in pairs. Irene watched them leaning over Adrian where he lay back on the sagging sofa and patting his shoulder, hugging him, kissing him and telling him it had been a treat, he’d been fabulous, brilliant. It was the start of great things, they said, not really believing it because he’d only appeared twice and the second time was as a dead body in the corner of the tv screen, his legs shockingly white and hairy. Irene saw the way he’d smiled up at them a bit drunkenly, not really believing it either but loose with alcohol and hope, watching the way Sarah’s shirt was stretched tight over her pregnant stomach so that he could make out the shape of her belly button; breathing in Greg’s nicotine-and-aftershave smell and the astringent subtlety of Mona’s perfume.

Everyone else looked sloppy and relaxed, blurred in the firelight, worn round the edges with drink and weariness, but Irene felt vigilant and alert, made up of hard edges and precise angles. As if it were happening to her, she knew the way Adrian was feeling now. A faint, insistent headache pulsed above his left eye. Tomorrow, he would be dry-mouthed and nauseous and sour with anticlimax. He would snap at the children, cut himself shaving, stare more anxiously than ever at his hung-over face in the mirror. Now he smiled some more, feeling the skin stretch around his mouth, poured himself another glass of wine and swallowed it down in rapid gulps, ignoring Irene’s anxious glance, shook Gary’s hand, kissed the corner of Lisa’s mouth, told everyone they didn’t have to go just yet. They should stay a bit longer. He didn’t want the evening to end and it to be tomorrow, the chilly pewter light of morning.

Then a child cried in the distance, a sobbing call for ‘Mummy! Mu-ummeee!’ Irene at once stood up, turning her back on the sprawled remainder of guests, and made her way upstairs, along the balding carpet of the corridor, into the bathroom where Clem knelt on the cold tiles, leaning over the toilet bowl and whimpering in the half-darkness. Irene crouched down and put her cool hand on her daughter’s clammy forehead, murmuring soothingly. ‘Poppet,’ she said. ‘Little love.’ She heard doors open and close, voices calling goodbye. ‘It’ll be fine,’ she said. ‘Everything will be all right.’ She knew she was talking to herself as well as to her daughter. She didn’t really want to go back downstairs, not just yet.

So she could only imagine what happened next, picturing the scene until she almost felt that she had been there herself after all, spying from the shadows. At last just Frankie was left, sitting at the table still covered in the debris of the evening, her legs slightly apart so that Adrian could see the softness of her thighs. Her shirt was flimsy, and when she leant forward, he glimpsed the swell of her breasts. For a moment, she looked timeless to him, composed like a work of art: the medieval blue of her shirt and the creaminess of her strong bare forearms, while behind her the candles picked out the clutter of the table, the tarnished gleam of cutlery, the floppy orange curls of satsuma skin, the white plates on which bright paper napkins lay crumpled among the remainders of the meal. She picked up her wine glass and drank its last dregs. He could see the muscles of her throat working, and the red smudge her mouth left on her glass’s rim. One shoe was half off. Her hair had come loose and a dark blonde strand lay across her cheek. She smiled at him. He could hear Irene’s footsteps clipping busily across the bare boards of one of the rooms upstairs; a door slammed; a child’s cough was loud then splintered into silence.

It was Irene who had insisted on inviting friends round to watch him in the film, which the production company had sent them on video weeks ago but which tonight was live on tv, Adrian’s name appearing near the end of the credits, in smaller faster letters than those of the main parts. The TV Times called the film ‘pointless’, and privately Adrian agreed, but Irene had said they should mark the occasion nevertheless. She had asked fifteen people they knew well and a few of them had invited extras, so it ended up with twenty-two of them altogether in the small sitting room, with the table pushed back against the wall and chairs and cushions arranged around the tv screen. Irene made little crescents of puff pastry stuffed with tomato and cheese that split open in the oven and disgorged their contents, blistering darkly over the pan. She bought slabs of Cheshire with vinegary pickles, crusty baguettes that she warmed in the oven; bags of satsumas with pocked and pouchy skins and deep-filled mince pies with lattice tops, and got a crate of beer and a case of Chilean red wine, on special offer, from the off-licence. She searched out their chipped plates and assortment of glasses and tumblers to set upon the table, along with paper napkins left over from Sasha’s birthday party, and candles that she pressed firmly into their glass holders. And then their friends had arrived, bringing sparkling wine, popping corks at the ceiling, getting drunk enough not to notice or to care how paltry the film really was. Irene had intended it as a gesture of confidence, but it had at the same time something elegiac about it. Maybe this was the start of a new era, as their friends insisted as they raised their glasses in a hearty toast, or perhaps it was simply the undramatic coda to a career that had never taken off.

Now Irene was upstairs and only Frankie was here, her elbow splayed on the table and smiling at him, while behind her a candle flickered down, casting shadows. She stood up, swayed slightly, giggled.

‘I should go,’ she said. ‘Look at the time. I’ll be hopeless in the morning.’

‘Don’t leave,’ he said. ‘Once you’ve gone there’s no one left and it’ll all be over and what will I do with myself then? Stay. Keep me company. Have another drink.’

‘No, really. I never meant to stay so late.’

‘It’s not late. It’s only –’ He stared at his watch face, squinting. The numbers swam.

‘I’ll call a cab, if that’s OK. The underground will be closing down, and anyway I don’t want to walk through Hackney at this time of night.’

‘Go ahead then.’ He gestured to the phone. ‘I can’t move.’

She punched in the numbers, gave the address, sat down by the side of the sofa, cross-legged so her skirt rode up. He looked away, looked back again.

‘Ten minutes,’ she said. ‘Less. Tell Irene thanks.’

‘She’ll probably be down again in a minute – but Clemmie’s got this sickness bug…’

‘Don’t worry.’

‘Pour me some more wine.’

‘You’re sure?’ she asked, but she poured him a full glass, taking a sip herself before she handed it over. There was a red smear on the rim of the glass and he raised his head and put his lips where hers had been, took an awkward gulp, feeling his muscles untying, his thoughts unbolting, all his words fraying, coming undone.

He had never looked at Frankie properly before – his wife’s oldest friend’s younger sister who’d been on the outer edges of his life for more than twelve years. He could see from here that she wore no bra and her breasts were full and soft; that there were muscles in her calves and she had long ear lobes from which hung a bright jangle of metal. There was a tiny white scar in her thick eyebrows and the parting in her hair was slightly crooked. Her make-up had smudged a bit; she looked soft, blurred, full of secrets.

‘I think I’m a bit drunk,’ he said. If he closed his eyes now, the room would tip and he would be adrift. He kept his eyes open and took another sip.

Frankie laid her hand, very gently, on his upper thigh. ‘It’s your night,’ she said. He looked at it for a moment, the slim fingers against his leg, the pearly nails. From upstairs came the sound of a door shutting softly. Adrian set down his wine glass and, without looking at Frankie, he put his hand on her blonde, warm head. He imagined Irene upstairs, listening outside the bedroom to make sure everything was fine the way she did every single night, her head slightly cocked and a tight, expectant expression on her face, and he tightened his fingers in the tangle of hair, tugging Frankie towards him. She uncoiled her legs and knelt up, leaning over him on the sofa where he lay. He smelt the wine on her breath. He brushed a thumb against her nipple, swollen under the thin material of her shirt, and she gave a little murmur. Her hair brushed his face. Her lips parted, very slightly.

‘Jesus, I want to fuck you,’ he said, not moving.

They heard the footsteps on the staircase and Frankie sank back onto the floor beside him. She re-crossed her legs and pushed her hair behind her ears.

‘Sorry,’ said Irene, entering the room, her arms full of sheets. She’d put on a thick towelling robe, belted round the waist and rolled up at the sleeves, and washed her face. Her hair was brushed back from her thin face and she smelt of lavender soap and moisturizing cream and, faintly, vomit. ‘Clemmie was sick. I had to wash her and change the sheets.’

‘I should have helped you,’ said Adrian. ‘Sorry. You should have called.’

‘Poor thing,’ said Frankie. ‘Can I do anything?’

‘No, it’s fine.’ Irene looked at the two of them sitting so close together. Her husband’s face was flushed. ‘Do you want more coffee?’

‘I’m on my way. My cab should have been here ages ago.’

And when the bell rang at the front door a few moments later Frankie pulled on her thick coat, wrapped a velvet scarf round her neck, gathered up her bag, kissed Irene goodbye on both cheeks, gripping her by her thin shoulders, and then laid one hand on the top of Adrian’s thick, hot head in casual farewell.

‘See you,’ he said amiably as she left, although it was all he could do not to groan out loud, so flooded by lust and guilt that he couldn’t tell the difference between them.


Two

‘I think that went well,’ said Irene. ‘Did you enjoy it?’

‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Great. Thanks. You went to a lot of trouble for me.’

‘Oh well.’ She looked down at him. ‘It was the least I could do.’

‘Thanks,’ he repeated. He looked into her candid grey eyes, with the little crow’s feet, and then at her wide mouth, the faint brackets around it.

‘Are you OK down there?’ she said.

‘Sure. Just a bit tired. Irene?’

‘Mmm.’

‘We should go away together sometime, like we used to. Before.’

‘Bed,’ she said, thinking of overdrafts, schedules, childcare, homesickness.

‘I mean it. A sunny place in February, just you and me. The kids would be all right now. It’s been so long. We could…’

‘Come on,’ she said and held out a hand. He took it, noticing that her nails were bitten to the quick and her wedding ring was loose on her finger.

‘What about the mess?’

‘Leave it. We can do it tomorrow.’

He watched her as she took off her towelling robe and hung it on the hook on the door. She was pale, with freckles on her shoulders, a mole on her hip, and prominent rib bones. She used to be slim and quick – like a flame, he’d said to her once, bowled over with love; like a wild flower – but now she was thin. He could see the sinews in her arms, and the way that her skin was slightly loose. He tried not to compare her to that other golden body, half glimpsed like a ripe fruit among the camouflaging leaves, and when Irene lay down beside him in the bed they’d shared for over a decade, he put his arms around her and held her spooned against him, feeling her vertebrae sharp as a zip against his chest.

‘I still smell of sick.’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

He put a hand on her flat stomach, between the sharp angles of her pelvis. She held herself carefully, neither rejecting nor inviting him.

‘I love you,’ he said into her hair. His head was swimming; breathing deeply made him feel faintly queasy. ‘You know that I love you, don’t you?’

‘Mmm. Me you too.’

He moved his hand lower. ‘Irene?’

‘Mmm?’ She kept absolutely still. Her eyes were wide open and she gazed into the darkness.

‘Never mind. Sleep well.’

A soft mutter came from her and he rolled onto his back, putting his arm over his eyes, feeling the walls rush towards him.

Irene stared out at the bedroom. She always left the door slightly ajar so that she could hear the children during the night, and a fuzzy yellow blade of light from the landing lay along the carpet. She waited until she heard Adrian’s breath deepen and then she got out of bed, pulled on her towelling robe, and went into the room that Clemmie and Agnes shared, their two low beds separated by a narrow gap that in their games was sometimes a river, sometimes a raging fire, sometimes an abyss that they would heroically leap across, though Agnes often missed, crashing onto the wooden floor with screams of frustration and woe. Clemmie lay with her head on a towel and a bucket beside her. She had hectic red cheeks and, when Irene laid a hand across it, a clammy forehead. The skin on her back was burning hot. A thick, sour smell hung round her.

Irene knew she wouldn’t sleep now, although during the film a few hours ago she had been struck by waves of weariness, so she’d had to strain her eyes wide open and sit up straighter on her cushion, taking small nips at the glass of wine she’d made last the entire evening; nowadays, she never had more than one glass of wine with her meal, and even that she would often leave barely touched. She looked in on Sasha, then padded downstairs to the kitchen where plates were stacked up in the sink, and the table was covered with smeary glasses, empty beer bottles, balled-up paper napkins, torn-off hunks of bread.

She put Clemmie’s sheets on to wash and then snapped on rubber gloves, emptied the sink of plates, and filled it with hot soapy water. She worked methodically, washing first the cutlery, then the glasses, finally the plates and bowls. She emptied the ashtrays and swilled out wine and beer bottles before putting them in the box for recycling, threw cushions back onto chairs, vacuumed the carpet, poking the nozzle into dusty corners, sucking up crumbs and dust and coloured beads that rattled down the throat of the old machine. Although her eyes were sore with tiredness she was far from sleep now, and there was a satisfaction in returning the room to its normal condition, putting things in their exact place and knowing that in the morning it would look as if nothing had happened the evening before.

It was three o’clock in the morning. She imagined all the other people who must be awake right now, making love, swallowing pills, writing poems, sobbing into their pillows, nursing newborn babies to their cracked nipples, staring at the curtains and waiting for a strip of grey dawn to appear. In the cupboard there were several boxes of teas: lemon and ginger, lemon verbena, blackcurrant, mint, camomile, something called ‘tranquillity tea’ which smelt dusty, like hay or old geraniums. She dropped a bag of lemon verbena into a mug and poured boiling water over it, draped the washed sheets over the radiator, then sat on the sofa in the dark living room, her legs curled up under her, cupping the mug in her chapped hands, sipping very slowly at the infusion while the fragrant steam rose into her face. Rain blew in gusts against the window and she shivered and tightened the belt on her gown.

Insomnia casts a harsh light. That evening she had finally admitted to herself, as she watched Adrian in the tv play, that she no longer believed he would ever succeed as an actor and that she’d probably stopped believing it a long time ago. His face, which in person was vivid and sensual, had seemed oddly vague and unmemorable on the tv screen, like a photograph that has been overdeveloped. She saw with surprise what she hadn’t properly noticed before, that his hairline was receding and his waistline thickening, his cheeks slightly jowly. She had twisted round to watch him as he watched himself. He had dropped the self-mocking grin of the early evening and his expression was solemnly attentive. She knew, with an electric jolt of pity, that he was pleased with the self that he saw; his lips half-mouthed the lines that his image on the screen spoke and he gave a tiny, sly smile. Her heart contracted. She had put out a hand to squeeze his arm, but he’d not looked up. He had no idea.

She felt hollowed-out with fatigue, panic and love. She couldn’t believe she would ever feel desire for him, or anyone, ever again. But the trick, at this time of night, was not to think about it.

Irene had fallen asleep on the sofa and woken up with a start, chilly and stiff, just before six. For a few moments, she didn’t know where she was. Indeed, she had the disconcerting sensation that she didn’t even know who she was either, and that her skull contained an ocean of inchoate feelings and rolling, ceaseless memories that could belong to anyone. She lay quite still, her fingers on the rough fabric of the cushion, and waited for things to resolve and return to her. Her eyes adjusted to the gloom and she made out the armchairs, the table, the stairs dimly lit by the light from the landing upstairs. She was able to imagine what she could not see: the rug beneath her, with the threadbare patch under the table; the zigzag pattern on the cushions. She sat up, rubbed her eyes and stood up.

She had just climbed into a bath slippery with bath oil, when Agnes woke and marched into the bathroom, her feet stomping heavily on the tiles, her eyes blinking under her scraggy nest of pale hair.

‘Is it morning now?’ she asked.

‘Just about.’

Without saying anything else, Agnes peeled off her nightdress and climbed into the water, inserting her chubby body between her mother’s legs and sitting like a self-satisfied Buddha while the water came up to her chin. She picked up the bar of soap from the side, looked at it curiously, then bit into it. The soap shot from her dimpled fist but for a few seconds the expression on her face didn’t change at all. Then she opened her mouth and gave a hoarse cry, while mushy tabs of soap fell from her foaming tongue and she thrashed her arms in the water.

‘Oh Aggie, you’ve gone and done it again,’ said Irene. ‘Come on, out you get. We’ll have to rinse it and rinse it until the taste’s gone.’

She heaved herself out of the bath and lifted Agnes, still hooting dementedly, up over the bath’s rim. Her wet legs swung, and her oily body slipped through Irene’s grip, a plump, writhing eel.

‘Spit,’ she said, as she filled a plastic beaker with water. ‘Get rid of it.’

‘Hooooooooo.’

‘Spit.’

‘You woke me up. Why are you wearing no clothes?’

‘Oh Clem. Sorry. Are you feeling better? You shouldn’t be out of bed.’

‘Hooooooo.’

‘What’s wrong with her? Is she ill too?’

‘She’s fine. Go back to bed. Spit, Aggie.’

‘I had a flying dream.’

‘That’s nice,’ said Irene distractedly, sloshing cold water down Aggie’s howling mouth.

‘No. I kept bumping into things. I kept bumping into windows and cows and things. It hurt.’

‘That’s probably because you’re ill.’ Irene looked at Clem intently, noticing the waxy pallor of her skin and the way her cropped hair was slightly damp and stood up in little peaks above her forehead. ‘People often have funny dreams when they’re ill. I used to dream I was being chased by giant ants standing on their back legs.’

‘Did they have grass in their mouths?’

‘What?’

‘Hoooooo.’

By eight o’clock Irene had given breakfast to Agnes, who in the mornings only ever ate white bread with the crusts cut off and seedless strawberry jam; had taken Clem’s temperature – over a hundred, and she still had that smell of wet blanket; had listened to Sasha practising for her Grade One piano exam, her skinny legs in their stripy tights pressed against the pedals, her little fingers pedantically picking out the notes and the tip of her tongue sticking pinkly out of her pursed mouth; and had looked in on Adrian who was fast asleep on his back, his hand over his eyes, one foot poking out of the duvet cover and his breath catching in the back of his throat in a rumbling half-snore. She threw his dirty laundry into the basket in the corner, then, because she didn’t need to be in work till later, pulled some ancient trousers and top off the chair and some clean knickers and socks out of a drawer. He stirred, nearly woke, wrapped the duvet more firmly around him and turned his back to her. She felt a rumbling tremor of rage somewhere deep inside her but ignored it, and collected up the mugs half full of cold tea from his bedside table.

Adrian watched her from under the shield of his arm. She was wearing shapeless, faded jeans and a mustard-coloured sweatshirt that had once belonged to him, with frayed sleeves. Her hair was spiky where she’d run her fingers through it. Nowadays she wore baggy, functional clothes and never stopped moving – look at her now, picking things off the floor, wiping the smudges from the mirror. She was always in a hurry, always vigilant, never at rest; she walked on her high-arched feet as if she was about to break into a run; her eyes flickered when she spoke to him, glancing at the things she had to do. When he’d first met her, she had worn thin skirts through which you could see the shape of her slender legs and bright tops and had had long golden hair, tumbling gloriously down her back. But she’d cut it all off ten months ago, standing in the middle of the kitchen and scissoring off the locks, letting them fall in flickering ribbons on the tiles, and now her face looked strangely exposed and childlike. In the summer, her freckles even spread onto her lips: he remembered the first time he had taken her face between his hands and kissed her on that wide freckled mouth and felt her smile as he kissed her. All those years ago. She had freckles on her back as well, and on her thighs among the gold down and on the backs of her rough hands and sprinkling her wrists and even a few on her knees. He looked at her, her stubborn, hunched shoulders and the way she frowned out at the saturated monochrome sky and bit the side of her nails.

‘I’ll get up in a minute,’ he mumbled thickly. His tongue was leather.

But he lay there for several minutes longer, trying not to think about last night, which anyway seemed to him this morning as unreal and unlikely as a dream that you can’t quite recall yet which lies so heavily in the mind.


Three

It would be nearly three weeks before Adrian saw Frankie again. Several times, after that evening when he hadn’t kissed her, he had thought about calling her, always understanding that he wouldn’t. He knew her number by heart now, although he kept trying to forget it. During the week that he was employed to do the filing for Gary’s company, or the Friday early evenings and Saturday mornings when he taught drama and singing to middle-class prepubescent girls who thought they wanted to be actresses because they liked being the centre of attention, or whose mothers had detected a ‘talent’ in them, or in the hours when he idled round the house and watched daytime tv and opened just one more can of beer, he would imagine what it would be like, to hold the receiver against his ear and hear the breath of her voice. Perhaps she’d be baffled: ‘Adrian? Oh yes, that Adrian.’ Or cold with disapproval. Hot with embarrassment. Or maybe a man would answer and ask him to leave a message. But sometimes in his mind he would allow her to be husky and eager…Of course, even as he laid his hand on the phone, he knew it was ridiculous, dangerous and wrong to consider it; he broke into a sweat just toying with the impossible idea of it. He thought of Irene with her cropped hair and her shabby jeans and waited for her to return from work, pushing her bike with Aggie perched on its seat, and the other two running beside her. Everyone liked Irene; she was fierce and loyal and dogged; she spoke her mind and you could trust her. But they didn’t know how she managed to juggle everything: her work, the children, and – their voices would drop conspiratorially – you know, everything. Dear Irene, they would say. Poor Irene.

Irene used to be a primary school teacher, but now she taught dyslexic children and, more rarely, dyslexic adults. She worked in a large cold room on the first floor of a large grey house in the north of London, belonging to the Quakers. The room had a bar fire, a blackboard on the wall, a box of shabby cast-off toys under the table and a bay window that overlooked an unsatisfactory park where litter and dead leaves were blown up by the wind. Over the years she had become familiar with the people who walked through the park, or who sat on the two benches with their sandwiches and books. She knew the woman who was tugged through it by her two red setters straining at their leashes; the tramp with the flaming face and boiled blue eyes who arrived on the dot of eleven every day with his supermarket trolley full of bulging plastic bags, and sat motionless on the furthest bench, staring fixedly at the stunted rose bushes as if he had learnt how to protect himself from people’s disgusted glances by turning himself into just another shabby object in the urban landscape; the thin, dark man in spectacles who every lunch hour came with his newspaper, his plastic container of salad and a green apple that he would polish on his trouser leg before biting into it.

On Monday mornings, she commonly did assessments of new pupils that the educational psychologist had sent to her from the local comprehensives, asking them to write down simple spellings, telling them to repeat lists of numbers, or to isolate sounds in a word. She would watch as they struggled over the tasks, wrestling with their pens, forming wrenched and tortured approximations of letters that toppled down the page, fighting to arrive at meaning through the obscuring fog in their heads, their faces screwed up in agonized concentration. On the other days, apart from Friday mornings, she would teach, usually two children at a time. There was often no one but them in the old house, and sometimes, when the children were bent over their work sheets, there was a heavy, soporific quality to the silence. The scratch of pens, the click of counters, faint rustle as pages were turned; a child fidgeting in his seat, scratching his hot, bewildered head.

She normally stopped work at half past five in the afternoon and it took her twenty-five minutes to pack her teaching tools into the pannier, pull on her yellow waterproof jacket and bike along the busy roads to the childminder – cars hooting and exhausts belching out yellow smoke – and then walk the short stretch home; maybe a bit longer in the winter, when the darkness and cold made the journey feel more of an effort, and water from the puddles would spray up round her wheels, splattering her legs with mud and seeping into her shoes.

In the spaces in her days – Wednesday midday, for instance, when she had over two hours free, or Friday mornings, often an extended Tuesday lunchtime – she would frequently go to the cinema three minutes’ walk from her work. It wasn’t a gleaming multiplex with blank external walls and, inside, dozens of screens and automated ticket machines and self-service buckets of popcorn, but an independent cinema that had seen better days, with little choice of movies. Its furry red seats were balding at the edges, there were stains on the carpet, and the woman behind the glass screen near the entrance was old and scruffy as well, with sagging breasts, a faint moustache on her upper lip and bleached hair framing a creased, pouchy face. Her name was Elspeth; she chewed gum incessantly and sometimes she let Irene in free, especially when she arrived halfway through the show, which she regularly did, or when she knew that Irene had seen the film before, maybe several times – like Sixth Sense (four times), City of Gods and About Schmidt (three), Catch Me If You Can (two). Irene never told anyone about these outings; she even sometimes went to see the same films with Adrian or friends and didn’t mention she’d seen them before. She got a strange thrill, an illicit tingle, from knowing that, for a few hours, nobody had the slightest idea where she was.

On this Wednesday – a week before Christmas, two days before the end of term, the day after she’d been up until two o’clock making chocolate biscuits and sultana scones for the school’s Christmas party – Irene was on her second showing of Adaptation. She paid for her ticket, bought a small bar of milk chocolate and a cup of bitter, cooling coffee, and went into the auditorium. At first she thought it was empty, then she saw that there was a man in the back row, eating a sandwich and gazing at the adverts which had just begun, and so she picked a seat halfway down and on the opposite side from him. She was methodical and practised. She took off her coat and scarf, and then unlaced her boots and pulled them off too. She turned off her mobile and dropped it into her bag, then sat back in the seat, laid her coat over herself, like a blanket, and unpeeled the chocolate, eating it slowly between sips of coffee. It was warm in here, wonderfully dark, and she knew that Sasha and Clem would be eating lunch in their school hall that smelt of sweat and polish, and that the childminder would have taken Aggie to the play group where she splashed paint on giant sheets of thick white paper and learnt to sing, with all the actions, ‘Three Little Monkeys Jumping on the Bed’. Everyone was safe. The music and voices that boomed out from the screen were like a comforting wall between her and the outside world, insulating her from its damp and chilly greyness. Irene waited for the tension to go out of her.

Today, she fell asleep after ten minutes. Nicholas Cage was crouched in front of a keyboard with writer’s block when her eyes irresistibly closed. Her mouth was full of the taste of chocolate and her body was soft and heavy under her itchy woollen coat. The words he was speaking became a drone, as she curled herself more tightly around in her seat, laid her head on her bent arm. She gave herself up; let herself go. She woke at some point to see a man with lank hair and a toothless smile wading along in grey swampy water, and then woke again when loud shots got into her dreams and confused them and her eyes flickered onto a giant, sorrowful face, with tears rolling down his creviced cheeks.

When the credits rolled she sat upright, blinked several times to clear her vision, and stretched, yawning widely. She ran her hands through her hair, pulled her boots back on and laced them up; then she ate the final square of chocolate and rolled the foil into a crooked pellet, which she flicked under the seat in front. You always have to return to the narrow, labyrinthine self from the limitless world of sleep. She pulled on her coat and scarf and headed for the exit.

That evening, Adrian and Irene were intending to go to the party that Karen always had before Christmas, and where she served up champagne cocktails – a lump of sugar soaked in bitters, a generous dash of brandy, sparkling wine – that made everyone garrulously drunk before the end of the first glass, and foolishly drunk by the end of the second.

Adrian was downstairs with the babysitter, writing out the phone number where she could call in an emergency; it wasn’t far away; they could get back in a matter of minutes. Irene was upstairs getting changed. She tried on a short black dress that was for someone younger than her, a red dress that looked all wrong, though she used to love herself in it, and an old velvet one that had a white-ish stain down the front – toothpaste? porridge? – so had to be discarded. In the end, she put on the silky flared black trousers that she always wore and over them an ivory-coloured sleeveless top with tiny embroidered flowers on it. Adrian had given it to her on her last birthday but she hadn’t had the opportunity to wear it. She examined herself in the mirror, thinking it didn’t look quite right somehow, it made her look scraggy and bleached-out; then, hearing Adrian call her impatiently to hurry, they were running late, shrugged. She hooked earrings through her lobes and put on red lipstick that made her mouth look like a gash in her pale face. For a moment, she stared at herself in distaste, then she scrubbed her lips bare again.

‘Coming! Sorry sorry sorry,’ she called again as she hurried into the bathroom. There she found Aggie, sitting in her knickers and socks on the damp bath mat with Adrian’s razor in her hand. She was breathing heavily, but otherwise was silent. Blood was streaming down her cheek, gushing into her open mouth and dribbling down her neck, onto her soft white shoulders. Without a word, Irene dropped to her knees beside her daughter and pulled the razor out of her grip. She put her hand beneath Aggie’s chin and leant forward to inspect the damage, scrabbling behind her for tissues as she did so. There were several nicks on her upper lip and a wide scrape all the way down one cheek. Irene mopped the blood gently with the tissues, cooing something meaningless, and only when Aggie saw the sodden scarlet tissues did she start to shriek wildly.

‘Hush, you’re all right. You’re all right.’

‘I’m bleeding, Mummy, I’m bleeding and bleeding.’

‘It’ll stop soon. Hold still.’

‘I’m all bloody and broke. Mummy. Mummy.’

Still holding tissues to Aggie’s cheek, Irene cradled her. Blood soaked into her new top. She heard the television coming from the living room, the sound of Adrian’s footsteps as he took the stairs two at a time, calling her name.

‘Irene, we’re incredibly… What the hell?’

‘Daddy, I’m bleeding,’ whimpered Aggie.

‘Jesus. What happened? Is she OK?’

‘She was trying to shave.’

‘Jesus.’ He squatted down beside them and put his hand on Aggie’s head. There was even blood sculpting the ends of her hair into stiff tendrils. ‘Does she need a doctor?’

‘No. It’s quite shallow.’

‘Thank God for that.’

‘You left your razor out.’

For a moment, his face went stonily defensive. He stood up.

‘So it’s my fault, is it?’

‘I didn’t say that. I said, your razor. Never mind that now.’

‘Sorry,’ he said through clenched teeth.

‘Oh well. It was an accident,’ said Irene, then ruined it by adding, ‘I suppose.’ She ignored Adrian’s grimace, and held Aggie closer to disguise her own trembling and crumpled up a new bundle of tissues to stem the continuing flow. ‘One of those things,’ she said sternly, occupying the entire moral high ground.

‘Sorry, Aggie my darling.’ Adrian stooped down and caressed her and she curled up between them, sniffing and triumphant. ‘What a brave girl you are.’

‘Isn’t she?’

‘You’ve got blood all over your new top; it’ll wash out, won’t it? Anyway, you’ll have to put something else on.’

‘I think I’d prefer to stay here now.’

‘Not go?’

‘I wouldn’t feel right.’

‘We can wait until it stops bleeding – you said yourself that the cuts were shallow. You’ll be OK with Carol, won’t you, Aggie?’

‘Don’t go, Mummy,’ said Aggie, working herself up to fresh sobs. ‘Don’t go!’

‘I don’t mind, honestly,’ said Irene. ‘I’d quite like a floppy evening with the kids. It’s been a long day. You go. Send my apologies to Karen – say I’ll ring her tomorrow. And there’s a little present to take, on the table.’

‘This is stupid and unnecessary. And anyway, if anyone’s staying, it should be me. It was my fault.’

‘No. I want to.’

‘Stay, Mummy! Don’t want Carol.’

‘And Karen’s your friend more than mine. I’m staying.’

‘Please, Adrian, just go.’

‘You hardly ever go out.’

‘It’d feel wrong.’

‘You’re proving a point here.’

‘No! I’m not being a martyr, honestly. I want to stay.’

‘Why would it feel wrong for you but not for me? If you won’t go, then I’ll stay too.’

‘Don’t be daft. What would be the point of that?’

Adrian knew Frankie, Karen’s sister, would be there. He’d been thinking about Frankie as he’d shaved with extra care, put on his dull-pink shirt and gargled with mouthwash, stared at himself in the bathroom mirror, trying to see himself the way a stranger would.

‘Please, Irene,’ he said urgently. ‘Please.’

‘Go on with you. Have a good time.’

*

He had one champagne cocktail before he removed his coat. It took the edge off his anxiety. He went into the crowded room, with the spangly Christmas tree standing in one corner and mistletoe hanging from the lampshade, and was immediately sucked into a group of people who were arguing about refugees, but he didn’t feel like having opinions this evening. He drifted across the room, drank another glass, kissed a flushed-looking Karen on both cheeks and gave her Irene’s message, joined in with an impromptu rendering of ‘In the Bleak Midwinter’ by the Christmas tree. He saw Karen’s daughter and her friend, at the edge of the room, glance at each other and roll their eyes. He rubbed his face; he knew that to them he was just another foolish middle-aged man who drank too much and flirted at parties with middle-aged women. He couldn’t see Frankie, although perhaps she was in the kitchen, or sitting on the stairs. He couldn’t understand why a woman he’d met several times a year over a decade or more should suddenly have the power to make his heart jump raggedly and his mouth go dry. He told himself that it would be best if she wasn’t here at all, and yet he found himself drifting towards the kitchen, pretending to himself he needed another drink, one of those mince pies that Karen always served.

Frankie wasn’t there, but Sarah was standing near the opened back door, both hands resting on the tight dome of her belly, and she turned a face to him that looked stricken.

‘Are you all right?’

‘I think – I think it’s happening. All of a sudden.’

‘The baby?’

‘Yes. It’s too early, Adrian.’

‘How early?’

‘Four weeks.’ She gave a little wail as she spoke and bent over. He put his arm around her and she leant into him. She smelt yeasty. He saw the sweat on her forehead and beaded on her upper lip.

‘Here, sit down here, that’s it, and I’ll find Gary. Four weeks is fine. Trust me, I’m a bit of an expert on labours, remember. Don’t worry. Try and work out how often the contractions are coming.’

‘Just one after the other, all the time.’

‘All the time? Oh Lord. Hang on.’

He barged out of the kitchen, shouting for Gary, telling everyone that Sarah’s baby was on its way, it was an emergency. Soon everyone knew. Women clustered around Sarah, giving her advice, telling her to breathe calmly, to hold on. They helped her to her feet and, bent double, she stumbled towards the door. The men bundled Gary into his coat, checked he hadn’t drunk too much to drive safely, patted him on his back, handed him his car keys. Karen rushed to the fridge, where she pulled out a bottle of mineral water for them, and Mac, in a fit of tipsy generosity, wrung the rubbery stalks off the winter clematis that stood in a pot in the hall, and pushed them into Gary’s hand.

‘The bag,’ said Gary. He clutched the flowers and gazed at them with a nonplussed air. ‘The bag they tell you to pack. I haven’t got it. A nightdress and spare underwear; water spray and fruit juice and coins for the phone box… It’s not supposed to be yet…’

‘Don’t worry about the bag,’ they said.

‘I was going to make a special tape and get some massage oil…’

‘Just get to the hospital. Ring us. Good luck.’

Everyone saw them out of the door, and several of them followed them onto the pavement, shouting encouragement.

‘It’s a labour party,’ someone said and an excited laugh ran round the party.

Adrian saw them into the car, shutting the door on the sound of Sarah’s sudden howl, and then he went back to the kitchen. There were a few people in the garden smoking; he saw their dark shapes huddled together and the glowing tips of the cigarettes, the sudden flare of a match. For a minute, he felt quite lost and in his panic wished that Irene were here with him, for all the reasons that he sometimes wanted so badly to escape her – that she could see right through him; that with her he knew exactly who he was, and where his boundaries lay. There was a boulder on his heart, and suddenly he felt that he was about to cry. He helped himself to another glass of champagne, turned round as he lifted it to his lips, found he was staring into the face of Frankie.

She was wearing a dress the colour of a strawberry, with a capricious black ribbon at its cleavage; her lips were deep pink, and her hair was tied back, with strands artfully escaping and framing her face. He saw that she was wearing ridiculously high-heeled shoes, with a ribbon round the ankle, that made her legs look slightly knock-kneed; on her wrist she had a large digital man’s watch. He couldn’t stop himself making comparisons – the lush brightness of Frankie’s clothes, and Irene’s habitual grey and black and brown and beige; the softness of Frankie’s flesh and Irene’s thin and frowning face, her scrawny arms. She was only six or seven years younger than his wife, ten or eleven years younger than him, but she seemed to him to belong to a different world – one that he had left behind without even realizing it, and for which he suddenly and fiercely longed.

‘Oh,’ he said, nervous as an adolescent. His drink slopped over the rim of the glass. ‘You’re here.’

‘I’ve been here for ages.’

‘You should have said hello.’

She shrugged and gave an awkward laugh, fiddling with the strap on her dress.

‘Frankie, we’re going,’ a voice said behind them. A man in a leather coat whom Adrian vaguely recognized put his proprietorial hand on her shoulder. ‘I said we’d go for a meal at the Indian down the road with the others.’

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Be with you in a minute.’

‘Don’t keep us all waiting, uh? Here’s your coat,’ he said, and slung it on the chair beside them, then left. Frankie turned back to Adrian.

‘Bye then,’ she said.

‘Goodbye,’ he said stupidly. He remembered now he’d heard something about a long-term boyfriend; an on-off relationship that Karen had told Irene – who’d told Adrian – was a matter of dissatisfaction to her younger sister. He was taken aback by the agony that bolted through him.

He set his glass down and put his hand on the table, steadying himself. She placed her hand next to his and smiled and he shifted a few inches, so his forefinger was just touching hers. Was he imagining it, or did she return the pressure? He felt as though his entire body was throbbing through that single point.

‘See you then.’ She withdrew her finger.

‘I’d like that.’

‘Me too.’

She put on her coat and pulled un-matching woollen gloves out of the pocket, one stripy and one plain; somehow that detail gave him hope, making Frankie seem more accessible. And then she was gone, leaving him breathless by the mince pies. He picked up someone else’s half-empty glass and drained it, feeling slightly sick.

Irene sat by Aggie’s bed until she fell asleep. She saw how her daughter’s upper lip was swollen and there was a raw red patch on her cheek that her hair stuck to. Then she went downstairs, sent Carol home, and made poached eggs on toast for the girls. They sat at the kitchen table together. Clem pierced the skin on the yolk so it welled up and puddled onto the plate; her mouth was smeared a crusty yellow. Sasha cut the toast into squares and posted the pieces neatly into her mouth.

After supper, she sat in Sasha’s bedroom, reading Moom-inland in Midwinter to them for the third time. Clem crouched on the rug beside her in her boy’s pyjamas; if you didn’t know, you’d think she was a boy, thought Irene – her short hair, her uncompromising boy’s clothes, the football posters above her bed, the scabs on her knees from where she’d fallen over in the playground, her refusal to ever cry. She had her knees drawn up under her chin, and was picking at her toenails and scowling. Sasha sat at the table by the window, drawing an intricate geometric pattern onto a sheet of paper and colouring each square in a different colour. Irene looked across at her as she read: her hair was in tidy plaits, her nightie was buttoned up to the top, her back was straight; the tip of her tongue was on her upper lip as she concentrated on her precise mesh of shapes.

‘We’ll buy a tree this weekend,’ she said. ‘We can decorate it together on Saturday.’

‘All of us,’ said Sasha.

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Daddy too.’

‘Tell him.’

‘You tell him.’

‘OK, I will.’

Irene tidied the already-tidy kitchen and then put a slice of cheese onto a cracker. She poured herself half a glass of red wine and swirled it around. She ate the dry biscuit between sips of wine, and peeled herself an orange, separating it out into segments and removing all the pith. She ate it slowly, then went into the living room and watched the evening news on television: the famine, the threat of snow, a twelve-year-old girl pregnant by her thirteen-year-old boyfriend, a Big Issue seller who’d won the lottery, a new kind of purple carrot.

Then, suddenly in need of company, she picked up the phone and called her half-brother. Jem was five years younger than Irene and before he was born Irene had hated him with a bitter, boiling jealousy: his mother had taken away her adored father; he was the cuckoo in the nest. In her furious calculations, he was the cause of everything bad; without him, her life would have continued like a picture book painted in primary colours: there’s daddy, there’s mummy, there’s darling little Irene in pigtails standing between them, holding each of them by the hand. Plumb in the centre of her own life.

Even when she saw him that first time – red-faced, baggy-skinned, gummy and bawling – and he had grabbed her finger in his fist and hung on for dear life, her hostility had continued. She didn’t want to know him. She didn’t want to love him. She preferred to see her father, on the rare occasions that he turned up, all by himself, away from the unfamiliar house that reeked of nappies and talcum powder and was full of photographs of people she didn’t know. She didn’t want to be anywhere near her new brother who only had to make an indeterminate sound or hold his foot in his hand and stuff his toes into his mouth to reduce everyone to sentimental adoration. Nor did she want to spend time with her new stepmother who had streaked hair piled high on her head and a dirty laugh and a smell of hyacinths on her clothes.

Then – as quickly as he’d left them – her father had abandoned his second marriage too, taking just one suitcase, leaving behind shirts with fraying collars, bottles of multivitamin tablets, numerous debts and a letter that said he knew he was behaving badly and causing suffering but he had to follow his heart and he prayed for forgiveness. He followed his heart to Wimbledon, then to Dorset, and finally to America, where he still lived.

And Irene had stopped seeing Jem at all, and almost forgotten that he existed. He was a figure from her shadowy early years, a colicky baby with ginger hair, sobbing in a house Irene could barely remember, except that there were nettles and foxgloves in the tiny backyard, and a dark pantry full of tins of condensed milk and bottles of home-made wine. She barely thought of herself as someone who had a brother. After her crowded beginning, she became the only child of a valiant single mother. Just the two of them against the world, walking hand in hand down the streets to school, playing Scrabble and patience after supper, going on bed-and-breakfast holidays in Cornwall for a week every summer.

Even when there were other men around, as there often were, she still thought of it as just the two of them, because the men were transients, passing through. Their hair, brown, black, grey, in the basin and their shaving kit on the bathroom shelf; their coats slung over the back of the chair and their shoes at the bottom of the stairs; their voices floating from her mother’s bedroom into hers late at night. Murmurs, giggles, shouts, sometimes drawn-out animal sobs that would make her bury her head in her pillow, put her fingers into her ears, count to a hundred. They always left in the end, scraping the chair violently on the tiled floor, slamming the door, hurling a last word up the stairs, and the house would return to its normal quiet. She and her mother would sit at the kitchen table eating boiled eggs or lamb chops to the soft tick of the clock over the door. Irene always had the feeling, during these years, that she was waiting for her real life to begin.

She’d felt guiltily euphoric, leaving her quiet home for college; even more so when after university she went to teach English to children in a village in the south of Angola. She couldn’t believe how unencumbered it was possible to be. She felt strangely weightless, as if her feet were only just touching the ground.

Then when she was twenty-three her mother had been toppled by a stroke and she had come home, as she had always known she would have to do. Her life, which for the past four years had funnelled out until at last she had the dizzy sense of having no horizons, had suddenly been telescoped back into the small tidy house of her childhood. She slept in her old narrow bed, under the red and orange duvet she had chosen when she was twelve, staring at the patterns on the curtains. She sat in the kitchen under the same clock, waiting, while the whole house seemed to hold its breath. She sat by the side of the bed, holding her mother’s limp, cool fingers and talking to her because the doctors had said maybe she could still hear – somewhere behind her closed eyes and her changed face, her brain might still be ticking like the old clock.

And then Jem turned up, falling in out of the summer rain. He was eighteen and had just finished his A levels. He said – sitting in the kitchen drinking tea without milk and smoking skinny roll-ups, tobacco hanging off his lower lip – that he didn’t know why he had taken so long to come and find her. He had spent his childhood missing her; he’d kept a photograph of her as a five-year-old on his bedside table; he’d always felt like her younger brother and often when he was lonely he’d imagined telling her his troubles. Irene looked at him as he talked. He was tall and red-haired and clumsy, old-fashioned-looking she thought, with sharp collarbones under his grey tee-shirt, a shy, eager smile, and freckles just like her. Guilt and elation seized her. ‘I should have looked after you,’ she said, reaching over to take his hand in hers. ‘We’re each other’s family.’ When her mother eventually died, he had sat beside her at the funeral in a black suit that he must have borrowed because the legs were too short and the arms finished above his bony, freckled wrists.

Now he was a kind, clever man who bent over to disguise his height, stammered when he was nervous, sometimes giggled like a teenage girl, and played mad practical jokes on his friends. He translated French for a living – technical manuals, educational text books, every so often a novel – and for the past year or so had lived in the south of France with his girlfriend.

‘Oui?’

‘Jem?’

‘Irene! I was just thinking of you.’

‘How are you? Is this a bad time to call?’

‘No. Juliet’s just making me a fish soup.’

‘Lucky you.’

‘You should see the mess.’

‘How is she?’

‘She’s been a bit tired lately. They work her hard at the hospital.’

‘What about your work?’

‘I’ve finally finished translating a technical manual for a steel company that specializes in giant girders to make bridges.’

‘Blimey.’

‘Quite. The things I know now. I don’t think they’re all going to come in useful. What about my nieces?’

‘Good. I think.’

‘You don’t sound quite sure?’

‘Oh well. You know how it is – there’s always one you’re worried about. It’s like this free-floating anxiety; it’ll attach anywhere. It’s Sasha at the moment, because she’s so bloody good it unnerves me. It’s not natural. But then maybe I don’t see what’s going on with the others properly, but you can’t watch them all at once, can you? Tonight Aggie tried to shave herself with Adrian’s razor. There was blood everywhere. For a minute, I thought… Oh, I don’t know. Tell me to shut up.’

‘I’m sure they’re all fine,’ Jem said vaguely.

‘I know. But how do you stop yourself worrying? You just have to stop yourself from showing it too much.’

‘When are you going to come over and see us?’

‘I’d love to. You know how much I’d love to. We’re such a crowd though.’

‘That’s OK. We don’t mind. Or you could come on your own.’

‘On my own?’

‘It’s not such a shocking idea. I’m not asking you to run away.’

She laughed. ‘I miss you,’ she said.

Jem put the phone down as Juliet came through the door, carrying the cauldron of soup. Clouds of steam rose round her face; her forearms were strong and tanned and her bare feet dusty.

‘How’s Irene, then?’ she asked, putting the cauldron on the table and standing back.

‘OK. I guess.’

‘You guess?’

‘Treading water.’

‘She should come and visit us, get away from everything for a while.’

‘That’s what I keep telling her.’

‘We’re not treading water, are we?’

He put his hands on her shoulders and kissed her on her forehead, then her mouth.

‘Treading water? No, my darling.’

‘The soup’s getting cold.’

‘God, Juliet, how did I ever get so lucky?’

‘Was it luck? That’s not the way I remember it. I believe I chased you until you were cornered and couldn’t escape.’

‘I was just shy.’

‘Just as well that I wasn’t, then.’

‘Come here.’

‘The soup…’

‘Never mind the soup.’

When Adrian came in, walking with the exaggerated care of someone who has drunk too much, he babbled something about Sarah going into labour. But when he looked into Irene’s face he stumbled over his words. He felt that she saw straight through him, to the bubbling mess inside.
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