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			For Belle, in gratitude
		

	
			‘She dreams of golden gardens …’

			
				Wilfred Owen, ‘The Kind Ghosts’, 1918
			

	
		FORTHCOMING MARRIAGES

		
			Mr A. R. Havant and Miss E. Russell
		

		The engagement is announced between Andrew, only son of Mr and Mrs Nigel Havant of Boynton, Hampshire, and Eve Russell, daughter of Mr William Russell of Hackney and the late Mrs Mary Russell.

	
		Chapter One

		Curious how much pleasure she took from saying, ‘My daughter … actually my stepdaughter … is getting married.’ It ran against the grain of her own experience but her pleasure was not to be underestimated … that visceral need to see a child settled.

		She had got used to answering questions such as ‘What sort of wedding?’ and ‘Do you like him?’ (To the latter she would reply, ‘Yes, I do.’)

		Did she like Andrew? The little she knew of him, yes. She could list the pluses: affable, well mannered, liked a joke, normal. He was also – she was assured on all sides – brilliant at his banking job, and unusual because he was a man who took the long view. These were all excellent attributes to offer up in conversational exchanges.

		As for the wedding, Eve had always been the sort of person who would want a traditional one. Everything about it would be bound to appeal to her love of beauty and social drama – the dress, the flowers, the ancient vows in church, the staging of dinner, and the dancing.

		There were many such conversations. With the friends and neighbours who said, Of course you’ll be doing this, that or the other. Or, That is the convention, you know. There were the sly, covert appeals for an invitation: ‘I know we’re not strictly connected but we’d love to be there.’ And all the delicious, jokey chats with the girls.

		‘You’re pleased, then?’ Lara’s friends would say, with varying expressions – some were envious at her good fortune in having a child settled.

		Yes.

		Yet at night, in the half-wakings and drowsings, Lara sank through what seemed to her the layers in her mind … through the bitter-sweet, the dark, the half-forgotten and half-remembered. There, in her deepest imaginings, a bride glimmered. Sacrificial. Luminous.

		When, on those white and violet nights, she finally fell asleep, it was to find herself in her own wedding dress, running towards a church with a long train hooked over one arm, a torn veil streaming out behind her.

		Why was she was running? She never understood. Only that when she awoke from the exhausting, debilitating dream, her heart seemed to be shuddering with grief and longing. For the dead? For the past? For the shadowy image of the girl she no longer was?

		One cold autumn evening Lara inserted Eve’s engagement announcement in the bottom right-hand corner of the photo collage that hung in the kitchen. The photos reflected the two ages of the family: pre-divorce and post-divorce. Her favourite was one of Jasmine, Eve and baby Maudie in the pushchair, with herself and Bill standing behind. The girls were grubby – ‘I’m not in the mood for washing,’ Eve had informed them. Lara liked this photograph in particular because it showed them real, solid, breathing … and happy.

		Maudie’s best friend was called Tess. Over the years Vicky, her mother, and Lara had become a team, welded together by school runs, sleepovers and dramas. (The ear-piercing drama had been a major one – ‘If you don’t let me, Mum, I’ll get my tongue done too.’)

		‘How do you survive?’ Vicky asked occasionally.

		Usually Lara replied, ‘I just do.’ But survival had been more cunning than the lightly tossed-out reply suggested. Compared to the world’s great wrongs, her position had not been dire, but it had taken all her energy to deal with it. She had learned to tackle each day, each minute even, with patience and no flights of imagination whatsoever.

		The nights were different, of course.

		‘It’s as if you’re punishing yourself,’ said Vicky.

		‘As it happens, I did go for a manicure,’ said Lara. ‘With a sadist.’

		‘Avoiding the issue,’ said Vicky.

		Lara stepped back, knocking a poinsettia with her elbow. It fell to the floor, the pot broke and earth scattered. Never mind. The floor needed a wipe and she had only ever tolerated the poinsettia, a present from a patient who ran a garden nursery. Its crimson foliage was so wilfully cheery.

		‘If you hate it, throw it out,’ Jasmine urged her.

		‘I can’t do that,’ she said. ‘I can’t kill it.’

		Now stalk and roots lay in a welter of the dry potting compost favoured by nurseries – the stuff that tried to look like proper soil but didn’t. She swept up the mess, plus a posse of dead flies that had met their fate behind the pot, and dumped it outside in the garden – if you could dignify such a scrubby, neglected patch with that name.

		The phone went and she picked it up. ‘Bill.’

		Her ex-husband didn’t often phone. Fifteen years on from the divorce, their relationship wasn’t easy but both he and she had learned to accommodate the fact that they had failed. What had happened had been, so to speak, placed inside a cabinet. The door had been shut and locked, thus hiding the grief and poison. But, it had got better. Of course it had.

		‘I thought you should know …’ He paused, and her stomach did a small flip. He began again: ‘How do I put this, Lara? I’m getting married too.’

		Her eyes snapped shut – and the door to the cabinet swung open. ‘I suppose I should be surprised.’

		‘I suppose.’ Bill sounded put out.

		‘Only – and I’m quoting – because you’re a useless husband.’

		‘Correction. I said I was your useless husband.’

		He had always made her laugh, and she did so now. ‘Oh, Bill.’

		The tension dissipated a little.

		On their respective phones, each waited for the other to resume.

		Bill went first: ‘I wanted to say … I wanted to say … This sounds ridiculous, but I hope this is all right …’

		She caught her breath. She wasn’t going to go back over that now. She had been Bill’s wife. Then she wasn’t. End of story. ‘You’ll be happy,’ she said. ‘I know you will.’

		‘Thank you.’

		(‘Do you like your husband’s new wife?’ How would she reply to that one?)

		‘Why now, after all this time? You’ve been with Sarah ten years.’

		‘Things change. I’ve changed.’ He added, unnecessarily, ‘And so have you.’

		She could still spot his evasions. A thought occurred to her: ‘I take it you’ll be getting married after Evie’s wedding.’

		‘Possibly before.’ He sounded cautious. ‘There are reasons.’

		‘Oh? Obviously …’ She was tempted to say, Obviously Sarah can’t be pregnant … but it lacked grace. ‘Won’t you be taking some of the spotlight off Evie?’

		‘No.’

		‘I think she might feel a bit put out.’

		‘It’s a wedding, not a coronation,’ he said.

		‘But you know what store she sets by everything being perfect, and perfectly planned.’

		‘Too much fuss?’

		‘Only if you’re a flinty killjoy. Anyway, you don’t believe that.’

		‘Since I’m footing a large part of the bill, I might.’ He cleared his throat. ‘But you don’t honestly think I’d do anything to overshadow Eve’s wedding? Do you?’

		‘No.’ Lara changed tack. ‘Have you told the daughters yet?’

		‘Our girls?’ The idea appeared to startle him. ‘No, just you.’

		She flashed back to the time when their instinctive response had been to turn to each other first. Tell me, tell me everything. ‘That was nice, Bill, but shouldn’t you?’

		‘I wanted to discuss a few things.’

		That was unexpected. ‘The girls …’ She groped for the appropriate words. ‘The girls will be …’ She wasn’t sure if ‘pleased’ would do. ‘The girls will be intrigued and … happy.’

		So many dealings with Bill – tender, ecstatic, estranged, dark … and bitter. From the moment she had clapped eyes on him in the Cornish café and the flare had gone up in her heart (her life had changed, just like that), to the naked moment when, pregnant with Louis, she had undressed and reached for her nightdress, only to sense Bill’s gaze raking her body, and experienced a chill at what she had done.

		Someone – Maudie? herself? – had left the sugar jar on the sideboard with a trail of silvery grains. The weekend’s newspapers still colonized the table and a couple of supermarket coupons for reduced-price coffee and cereal had fallen to the floor by the sink. Phone tucked under her chin, Lara retrieved them. Tenpence off instant coffee. An introductory offer for a bathroom cleaner. She totted up the savings they represented.

		‘Don’t be fooled, Lara,’ Jasmine might say. ‘What you save here in the supermarket is grabbed from you there.’

		‘I like the illusion of saving.’

		‘That’s why my business is growing.’

		She smoothed them out on the table.

		‘Lara, will you come to the wedding?’

		‘No.’ The word plummeted from her lips but she managed the gracious rider. ‘Thank you.’

		‘Pity. I’d like you there.’ He paused. ‘I really would.’

		She forced herself not to say, And I would have liked you there while I brought your daughters up. To say, or to imply, any such thing would be unfair.

		The day she met Bill.

		
			Flashback.
		

		
			Blue sea, patchy Cornish sunlight. She has bleached salty hair, and sand from the morning’s surfing caught between toes and buttocks … She is post-finals, steeling herself to find a job and begin life. He trails into the café with a double buggy and she looks up from polishing the Gaggia, which has become her personal fiefdom. Faded cotton trousers. Mussed hair. A couple of tiny scratches on his chin. He catches her eye – and she sees anguish and fatigue in his. She steps towards him. He is taking a holiday with his tiny daughters to get over his wife’s death and failing to cope. It’s hard to look at someone you imagine to be so capable only to discover they’re actually on the edge. One more push and he’d go over. Yet it’s impossible to help him. You can’t order grief to go away. ‘It settles in,’ he says. ‘Like the weather.’ She finds herself mourning his vanished future – or, at least, the one
				he wanted to share with the woman he loved. It makes her consider how greedy we are as a generation. We’re used to death being confined to old age, we demand it so, and it shocks us rigid when someone young dies.
		

		
			‘Just talk to me,’ he says, as he tries to give a bottle to the baby and a mug of milk to the toddler.
		

		
			She drops down into the chair beside him to help. He is bereaved and stumbling, but grief makes him beautiful. The most potent of combinations. Death has touched him … and such a death with its terrible glamour … fascinates her.
		

		Later, she wrote on a piece of paper and stuffed it into her wallet. ‘Pity is like mercury. It’s quicksilver, rising, pushing its way to the surface.’

		Later still she wrote: ‘I never knew what happiness was. Now I do.’

		The day Bill left her.

		Written in the household diary: ‘He’s gone. We failed.’ Two short sentences. That was enough.

		Now he asked, ‘Is this to punish me?’

		‘I’m long past that.’

		Was she? She hoped she was. ‘You cannot imagine the depths of distaste I feel for the person I once loved …’ A statement often heard in her consulting room. Lara had never felt like that about Bill.

		I’m grateful for that small concession, she frequently told herself. I am.

		Bill did the throat-clearing that meant he had a tricky subject to tackle. ‘There’s something else I wanted to discuss. Could you come over? I think it would be easier face to face.’

		She glanced at her diary. ‘I could manage next week.’

		‘I was thinking tonight, Lara.’

		The clock on the kitchen shelf said seven p.m. ‘Bill, you are all right?’ The inner anxiety meter clocked on. Illness, bankruptcy …?

		‘Yes, but I do need to talk to you. Negotiate, really.’

		‘OK, but you must tell the girls your news.’

		‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I must.’

		It didn’t take long to snatch up her coat and let herself into the dark.

		The cold had come early this year. Arctic winds had swept in and the going underfoot was treacherous. She planted her feet carefully, and thought out each movement. The cold crept up the sleeves of her coat and her nose watered. Yet she enjoyed those still, morbid evenings when the streetlights were filtered in an orange haze through icy air. ‘I don’t like spring,’ she had confessed to Vicky.

		‘Why on earth not?’ Vicky had wanted to know.

		‘It makes me … sad.’

		‘Oh, that,’ said Vicky. ‘We’re all sad most of the time.’

		Lara plodded on. Living in the city meant she was cut off from nature – a safety curtain stretched between her and the realities of weather. Anyway, unlike spring, with its unpredictable dewy growth and pale flowers, you knew exactly where you were with winter. Wintry landscapes. (Long lines of humans trudging through them like the remnants of Napoleon’s army.) You needed resilience to survive winter.

		Three minutes later, she had reached the end of the street and was ringing Bill’s doorbell.

		‘Congratulations,’ she said, to the figure holding open the door.

		‘Thank you.’ Sarah kissed her. She was in her work clothes of black trousers and jacket and smelt of lavender soap and fabric conditioner. Not unpleasing. ‘Bill’s on the phone to Jasmine. I suppose I should offer you a drink.’

		‘You suppose right.’

		Sarah marched her into the kitchen and she sank down into a chair and changed her mind. ‘Sarah, do you think I could have a cup of tea instead?’

		The radio – as frequently – was set to a classical-music station. A medley of waltzes was playing, which usually she would loathe. Yet for once they soothed Lara as she watched the unflappable Sarah move around the kitchen. When it came, the tea was strong. ‘Thanks.’

		Sarah devoted a lot of her energy to making people feel comfortable and usually succeeded.

		It had been a long day and Bill’s news took some absorbing. ‘So why am I here?’ She clocked the large sapphire on Sarah’s finger and the worm of envy gave only a tiny wriggle. Lara was pleased about that. Happiness was elusive and Bill and Sarah were due some.

		Happy or not, Sarah was in a snappy mood. ‘If you don’t come to the wedding, Lara, it will look as though you bear me a grudge. Considering I didn’t meet Bill until after Violet, and you and I get along fine, that can’t be the case.’

		‘I don’t want to upset you,’ Lara said, ‘but … let’s just say it’s better if I’m not there.’ Sarah looked embattled and she added. ‘No one thinks I bear you a grudge. That would be impossible.’

		‘The girls will be upset. Actually …’ Sarah stared at her tea ‘… if you’re talking of grudges, the boot should be on the other foot. You had his children. You and the sainted Mary.’

		She sounded sad as she always did when the subject of children came up. ‘I left it too late,’ she had once confided to Lara. ‘Then when I met Bill there wasn’t any question …’ No more needed to be said.

		Lara was curious. ‘Does Bill still think of Mary as sainted?’

		Mary had died giving birth to Eve – a rotten, horrible, mean death, as deaths in childbirth always were. Naturally, everyone was inclined to canonize Mary, which was difficult for those who had stepped into her shoes. ‘Saints do try the patience,’ Lara had once pointed out to Bill, in the days when they still amused each other.

		‘Yes, he does.’ Sarah waved the hand with the ring in Lara’s direction. ‘But you know.’

		‘I know.’

		The clock on the wall ticked off the seconds. It was not an uncomfortable moment, exactly, but not a comfortable one either.

		Then Sarah said, ‘Don’t worry, our wedding won’t steal Eve’s thunder. In fact, all this is really about her. Bill will tell you.’

		‘I did suggest Evie’s nose might be put out of joint.’

		Sarah stiffened. ‘It won’t do her any harm.’ She fiddled with the ring. ‘Eve can be … I sometimes think she speaks out of turn.’

		‘Don’t.’

		Don’t criticize the daughters.

		Sarah gave Lara one of her looks. ‘She can be very keen to tell people what’s what.’

		Indignation spiked Lara’s good intentions. ‘If you mean she’s courageous and honest, then I won’t deny it.’

		‘You always defend her.’ Sarah’s voice dropped. ‘Always. I find that strange … admirable … when she’s not …’

		‘Stop right there, Sarah. She is my daughter.’

		Thin, restless Eve, with her remarkable speaking eyes and her common sense, always braced against disaster.

		‘How can that be?’

		She was tempted to say: If you were a mother you would understand.

		Not on.

		‘Sorry.’ Sarah gazed down at her tea – as if to extract the meaning of life from it. ‘I’ve known Eve for ten years and I don’t think she likes me very much.’

		Lord, Lara thought. Are we beginning to talk honestly? ‘Eve needs to be very sure about people.’ Sarah looked sceptical. ‘She does, Sarah. But once she’s made up her mind, she’s yours for life.’

		‘She’s taking her time.’ Sarah could be wry.

		Fair enough.

		Yet no criticism of her girls was allowed to pass. That was how it was with Lara, and anyone who knew her had to reckon with it. ‘Eve’s had to deal with the fact that her birth killed her mother, and then her parents separated.’ Lara checked herself. ‘Sarah, let’s not get into this …’ Regretting not the defence but its vehemence, she concentrated on the sparkly-pin order of Sarah’s kitchen. Calm down. The jugs were arranged on the shelf in height order and the knives slotted into the knife block. In Sarah’s domain, nothing was permitted to lie around.

		Lara and Sarah exchanged a look. Talk honestly?

		Possible?

		It had been years, yet neither woman was absolutely at ease with the other. The journey had got so far but no further. Sarah had a good job in local government where she managed a fair number of people, and Lara had her own skills, but all of this shrank in the face of the other woman. Their conversations tended to be muddled (and over-compensatory).

		Why not? Why not? ‘Sarah, do you feel guilty?’

		‘Goodness, Lara. What on earth …’ Sarah flushed. ‘I’m not in your consulting room.’

		‘Even so. You know you’re blameless.’

		If anyone was guilty, it was Lara. Guilt she knew about.

		‘Yes and no.’ Sarah was nervy but, since the news had been announced, more confident. ‘OK …’ She was trying out the words for size. ‘Lara, this seems to be a good moment to straighten a few things out that I need to know but Bill won’t ever discuss.’ One woman talking to another about a man. ‘He loves his girls, and I never understood why he didn’t take them with him.’ She added hastily, ‘Not Maudie, of course. But Jasmine and Eve.’ Unnecessary for her to add: He’s their father and you’re not their real mother.

		
			Flashback.
		

		
			She tastes coffee and sea salt on her lips as she hurries from the afternoon shift at the café to Bill’s rented holiday cottage and her second meeting with him.
		

		
			He takes her by the hand and leads her upstairs to view his sleeping motherless daughters in their cots. ‘You remember Jasmine?’ He points to a wrapped-up package of silky hair and plump limbs. Then he points to the smaller one. ‘And Eve?’
		

		
			She’s speechless. Patches of light filter through the thin holiday curtains on to the walls. There is a clutter of children’s clothes. The sweet-acrid tang of nappy cream and urine. The pretty children laid out like votive offerings.
		

		
			Bill says, ‘Aren’t they beautiful?’
		

		
			‘Yes.’ As she speaks, she knows she has made a commitment …
		

		She loved them. Then, now and for ever. Passionately. (Each bone outlined under their pearly skin. Each childish curl. Every stumbling word.)

		‘They had had enough to put up with already in their small lives. I couldn’t let them go … I loved them, Sarah, as I love them now. They were mine.’

		‘And Bill’s?’

		‘Bill’s too. But Violet had a different take …’

		‘Oh, let’s not forget Violet.’ Sarah focused on a perfectly folded tea-towel hanging over a rail.

		The subject of Lara and Bill was – of course – still vexed, and Lara’s heart gave its customary shuddery fragile thud. ‘Violet was adamant she didn’t want children. So it wouldn’t have worked anyway. But if it had been you …’ For the thousandth time, Lara thought (selfishly), Thank goodness Bill met Violet first.

		Sarah said, ‘I would have taken them. I would have done anything … I wouldn’t have hesitated.’

		Neither would I, thought Lara. Neither did I. ‘Sarah, I wouldn’t, couldn’t, have let them go without a fight.’

		Sarah – dear Sarah. Honest, long-suffering Sarah of the brown eyes and gentle expression.

		‘You think I don’t understand because I’m childless.’

		Lara did not reply.

		‘It’s funny how the female body isn’t always up to the job,’ said Sarah, ‘more often than you’d imagine. Otherwise I might not be sitting here. We assume it’ll be straightforward, but it isn’t.’

		Now, that they both understood. Two ovaries, one uterus, one willing body, an array of hormones and conditioning devoted to making it work. In Sarah’s case, it didn’t. In hers, it did – just – and then … it didn’t.

		‘No,’ she said and, even now, her voice sounded raw.

		As raw and desperate as when she had screamed, ‘No. It’s not true.’

	
		Chapter Two

		Sarah grabbed her handbag, rummaged in it for her lipstick and applied it. ‘Have you noticed that as we get older lipstick gets caught in the creases?’

		The repair was a measure of her agitation. Normally Sarah wouldn’t dream of doing such a thing in public.

		‘No,’ Lara replied.

		‘You haven’t done anything to your mouth, have you? Plumped it up? It looks very … big.’

		‘No, I haven’t.’

		‘As a matter of interest, when I marry Bill does that connect us in any way? New wife/old wife sort of thing?’

		‘We’re already connected.’ There was a touch of wistfulness.

		Sarah smiled. ‘Being an only child, I like the idea of connections.’ She continued, ‘The girls will hate it if you’re not at the wedding.’ Again, she tried, ‘If the past is still in the way, don’t let it be.’

		It had been cold for some time and Lara had developed a chilblain on her left index finger. It itched and burned. It was burning now with added intensity. ‘I appreciate the invitation.’

		‘Lara … I hope you wish us well …’

		Was Sarah pleased that Lara had dug her toes in? Did it imply she minded that Sarah had – finally – snapped up the prize, which was Bill? She proffered her olive branch. ‘I do.’

		‘I wish you had someone too.’

		So gently and sweetly spoken that Lara could not possibly take umbrage. Could not possibly say, Don’t go there. ‘There are too many other things, Sarah. My life is full enough.’ She could have added, And I have been there. Instead, she turned the subject. ‘What are you going to wear?’

		‘Since you won’t be there, it’s hardly of interest …’ Shrugged. ‘As you know, clothes aren’t my thing.’

		
			Flashback.
		

		
			A girl hurrying up the church path in a white dress and overlong veil. The girl who imagines that taking on a man and two tiny stepdaughters will be easy simply because she wants to do it. No, longs to do it.
		

		
			The wretched veil. She finds it impossible to control.
		

		‘But I will make an effort,’ added Sarah.

		Mobile in hand, Bill came into the kitchen. As tall as ever (of course), he was stockier than he used to be, but his hair was still Anglo-Saxon fair and (lucky him) his jawline almost as firm as it had been when she’d first met him. He had lines and shadows – not those of a man who had lived hard, but of a man who had grieved hard. Lately, he had mellowed and allowed himself to smile more.

		‘Lara, sorry to keep you.’ He held up the phone. ‘The girls are pleased.’ He kissed her cheek. ‘Actually, check that, I haven’t managed to get hold of Maudie.’

		The touch of his face against hers was like two templates fitting together after a long time. Bill’s aftershave had never changed. Neither had the slight rasp of his five-o’clock-shadow cheek, a bodily quirk that Lara knew he hated.

		She was conscious of Sarah’s watchful gaze and disengaged herself. ‘Congratulations to you both.’

		There was a tiny pause. A shimmer of air – like the pulse before a storm.

		Sarah rubbed her freshly slicked lips. ‘Lara, my great-uncle died last month.’

		‘I’m sorry.’

		‘He was so old he said he wanted to die,’ said Sarah. ‘Apparently. I didn’t know him, only of him. My mother used to mention him from time to time but not often. The two sides of the family didn’t get on. So …’ she glanced at Bill ‘… it’s a bit of a shock …’

		Bill caught up the slack. ‘Gurley had no heirs and Sarah has inherited his house. Membury Manor.’

		‘Five bedrooms,’ said Sarah. ‘Not too big. Lovely gardens. We …’ again the stabilizing glance at Bill ‘… went and had a look.’ She seemed breathless with her own good fortune. ‘We’re going to live there. Let me show you.’ She took a photograph from a shelf and laid it on the table. ‘Look.’

		
			Georgian. Beautiful.
		

		Lara raised her eyes from the photograph and encountered Bill’s. How was she going to take the news, they asked.

		Sarah slipped a hand around Bill’s waist. I understand, thought Lara – with a sudden and shocking jolt of jealousy. This is what she can give him. And will.

		Bill said, ‘The girls are grown-up now. They don’t need me around in the same way.’

		She heard herself saying, ‘Maudie isn’t quite. She still needs a bit of guidance.’

		‘She’s eighteen. If anything, I’ll be closer to the college there. You have to let go some time.’

		She watched him dig his hands into his pockets. She watched Sarah tighten her grip around his torso. She felt her responses quicken and sharpen into defensiveness. ‘But your jobs?’ Bill worked in a quasi-government department that regulated food standards. He hated it. Always had done … Once or twice, Lara had urged him to branch out. His reply was always the same: he must, he had explained, with that charming, patient smile of his, wait until the children were grown.

		‘I’m setting up a branch of the business in the local town. And Sarah is transferring.’

		‘Lara,’ Sarah intervened, ‘here’s the tricky bit. We wanted to talk to you about financial arrangements. This is going to be expensive for us.’

		‘It needs doing up,’ Bill offered quietly.

		She saw what was coming. Guttering. Windows. Dry rot. ‘Of course, a house like that will eat up money.’

		‘I can’t continue with the same level of payments to you.’ Bill was uneasy and on the back foot. ‘I’m afraid we’ll have to renegotiate.’

		Sarah opened a drawer, produced a spreadsheet from a file and placed it in front of Lara. With immaculate presentation, it spelled out an altered future.

		‘I see.’ Bill was proposing to reduce the monthly amount to the extent that it would affect her mortgage repayments.

		She stared at them. Both of them imperfectly masked their concern.

		‘Bill, I’m not sure … We agreed in court that you would support Maudie until she was launched.’

		He pointed to a figure. ‘That I will do.’

		Sarah said, ‘Apparently, the manor has a wonderful garden.’

		Lara was ratcheting through the implications. ‘Of course you must do what’s best. Can this wait until I make other arrangements? I don’t … I don’t want to lose the house.’

		‘We can’t have that,’ Bill agreed.

		‘But people do.’

		Startled by Sarah’s interjection, Lara looked up.

		Bill turned on her. ‘Sarah!’

		Lara said, ‘Shush, Bill, there’s no need. Just let me think …’

		To date, Sarah had taken pains to conceal her resentment at having to underwrite a previous wife (she should count herself lucky that Mary was dead). Yet alimony was the devil and, after a couple of seconds, Lara forgave her.

		When she and Bill had divorced, the house in north London had been sold, the money divided and used to buy two very small terraced houses at opposite ends of the same street in the unsmart end of Hackney so that the children could ferry between them. ‘Such an odd arrangement.’ Neither her mother nor her father had approved and told her so.

		But it had made sense for Bill’s daughters, the little girls who were desolate at the fracture. ‘Making the best of it is what matters,’ she had informed her parents. ‘I have to stay here and hold it together.’ At least, she and Bill had managed to keep that promise (forget ‘for better for worse’), at first, in the grudging spirit of bitter armistice, then, as the years passed, with increasing confidence.

		Sarah said, ‘Lara, please don’t think we want to be unreasonable.’

		She laid her hand on Sarah’s arm. ‘Of course not.’

		God help me. How many nights had she lain awake over the years straining to push all the pieces into the jigsaw?

		Bill said gently, ‘Lara?’

		She wondered if he had dismissed from his memory their early days together. The tenderness, the gratitude, the perfect storms of love.

		One day she might ask him.

		One day, too, she must say to him, We need to think about Louis. You did promise.

		She got to her feet. ‘Bill, Sarah, I’m truly happy about your news but I need a bit of time to reorganize.’

		‘But Maudie is grown-up,’ said Sarah, helplessly.

		She knew from his expression that Bill was thinking, I must not be unfair – and the old, stubborn regret raised its head.

		He said, ‘We could always reschedule but …’

		Sarah examined her nails – pearl pink and oval. Her pretty features, once so dewy and (as Lara acknowledged of her own) remaining so courtesy of age-defying moisturizer, reflected frustration. ‘But I’m sure you’ll see it’s fair.’

		Of course she didn’t mean to but, at a stroke, Sarah threatened to undo the good work of ten years. Lara couldn’t entertain that notion – not when they had got so far. She tweaked the edge of the cuff that poked out beneath the sleeve of Sarah’s black jacket. ‘You’re losing a button.’

		There was a bang on the front door. It opened, then closed with a snap.

		‘Dad?’ Jasmine came into the kitchen and squared up to her father. ‘When were you going to tell us, then?’

		Bill ran his hand over his daughter’s dark head. ‘I’ve told you now.’

		She was closely followed by Eve, who dropped bag, laptop case and packages on to the floor and tugged at Bill’s sleeve. He turned to hug her.

		‘What took you so long, Dad?’ Her big eyes shone.

		‘Actually, I’m a pretty fast worker,’ said Bill.

		She reached up and gave him a lingering kiss on the cheek. ‘Actually, it’s Sarah who should be congratulated. Think of what she’s had to put up with.’

		Lara observed them fondly. ‘You haven’t heard the whole of it.’

		It never took much to make Eve anxious. Her tone switched. ‘Has something happened?’

		Bill presented Eve with the photograph. ‘Our new home. We hope.’

		Eve’s reaction was all that Bill might have hoped for. ‘It’s beautiful,’ she breathed, in the way she did when she was talking about something she rated. ‘Perfection.’

		He touched her cheek. ‘Here’s the thing. I want this done and dusted and for us to be moved in by May so that …’

		How slow she had been on the uptake. In a flash, Lara read the ulterior motives behind the projected move – among them, a father wishing to be equal to the occasion.

		But Eve was quick to get it. ‘You don’t mean …?’ Now she wore the glowing, happy look bestowed only on those she trusted and loved – otherwise reserved for antique furniture or a painting, objects of special desire.

		Father of the bride …

		‘I do mean.’ Bill sent Lara a wry look. Do you really want to throw a spanner into the works? ‘I’m hoping you’ll want to hold your wedding at Membury.’

		
			Maudie, are you there?

		

		However tired she was, Lara always made time for the weekly Facebook catch-up. Maudie was attending a sixth-form college in Winchester and living with Bill’s sister, Lucy. ‘I want to get out of London,’ she had pleaded. ‘Please let me.’

		Lara had argued that Maudie was too young to leave home but Maudie had had her answer: ‘I’ll be with family, and since you have to work early in the morning and in the evenings, it makes sense.’

		Lara repeated this to Jasmine, who laughed. ‘Mum, Maudie just wants to leave home.’

		Maudie had always been her own person. She had been born with a placard reading ‘Do not mess with me.’ It hadn’t been easy, but when she announced that her best friend, Tess, was also going to the college, Lara had conceded defeat. Arrangements had been made. Maudie had packed her bags and spent her terms for the past eighteen months lodging with her aunt Lucy.

		‘Maudie …’

		The things taught to you by having children … One, your body will never be the same again. Two, most parents are schizophrenic. Three, a sense of perspective is vital – this, courtesy of Jasmine, who had considered studying oceanography and marine biology. ‘A humpback whale’s pregnancy,’ she had informed Lara, ‘lasts twelve months and she gives birth to a calf between twelve and fourteen feet long.’ (Nothing like a few facts to put childbirth in its place.) Jasmine had also told Lara, ‘Orcas, the killer whales, maintain a strong relationship with their young throughout their lives.’

		Fourth point: she was an orca mother.

		‘But, in the end,’ said Jasmine, ‘the orca mother can’t keep up.’

		‘I can’t bear it,’ said Lara. ‘That’s awful.’

		‘No, it isn’t,’ said Jasmine. ‘That’s how it should be.’

		Maudie … so missed. So increasingly (she sensed) gone.

		From her customary perch at the kitchen table, she could see, hanging companionably beside Eve’s willow-pattern and Jasmine’s black freebie from the local garage, Maudie’s scarlet mug, and the half-empty box of her favourite cereal, which no one else would touch.

		Those were Maudie’s markers, which, in her absence, Lara cherished. She reached up and cradled the scarlet mug. A few self-indulgent tears threatened. Stupid, she knew.

		Where was Maudie? Not geographically, but where in her journey? Which brought Lara to the fifth point: as Maudie’s mother, and always wrong, she would probably be the last to know.

		Lara typed:

		
			Maudie? How did the week go? Not revising too late, I hope.

		

		It was the sort of question she had posed over the years. First to Jasmine, then Eve. Now Maudie.

		‘Listen to you, Mum,’ Jasmine would say. ‘Stop fussing.’

		And Lara would reply, ‘If I was an orca you wouldn’t think twice about answering my questions.’

		No wonder, in her dream, Lara was always running.

		The brides – those white-clad, luminous girls of which she had been one – had known nothing. Stories about them were legion in books, poems, fable. Some had been willing, some forced. Some had died of fright and violation. Some had lived half-lives of desperation and depression. Some had flowered, if only for a time. (Lara’s story.) Others had lived unremarkably. And the ones who survived, happily or not, found themselves asking these questions of their children.

		Lara needed to know if a daughter was eating and sleeping properly, wearing clean clothes, had enough money for the bus … and it was her business. Who else’s would it be? It annoyed the children. It annoyed her. No one volunteers for eternal sentry duty, she had pointed out more than once. No one wishes to have their senses on permanent receive mode to reassure oneself that everyone is OK.

		
			How do you feel about the news, Maudie?

		

		She dropped her hands into her lap. Immediately Maudie came back:

		
			What news?

		

		Oh, Lord. Bill had forgotten to track her down.

		
			Your father and Sarah are getting married in the spring.

		

		Lara pictured Maudie reading this, gazing intently at the screen through narrowed blue eyes. The shrug – used when she didn’t want to anyone to know that she was hurt.

		
			They’re planning to move to the country. Fabulous house which S. has inherited. Your father wants Eve and Andrew to get married there. Andrew’s parents want him to get married at their house. I think she should be married in London where she lives. Don’t you? Watch this space.

			Eve will do what Dad wants

		

		came back the answer.

		
			Maudie, Sarah wants me at the wedding but will you forgive me if I don’t go? I’ll try and explain to the others

		

		… she was throwing sops, trusting that Maudie would feel that, on this point at least, she had been consulted first and was not the last to know …

		
			but I wanted to explain to you before I talked to the others. I don’t want to make a big thing of it but I would prefer not to be there.

			I don’t want to be there either. Dad won’t mind whether I am or not. Nor will Sarah.

			It’s your father’s wedding.

			It’s a formality, the straightforward Maudie replied. Only that.

		

		In the early days after the separation, whenever Lara had met Violet – which she hated doing and avoided – she thought she spotted a gleam of amusement in Violet’s eye. The notion that Bill and Violet joked privately about her was torment.

		‘Do you discuss me with Violet?’ she had once asked Bill.

		‘Not really,’ he answered. He had lied. ‘Why would I do that?’

		‘I thought maybe … I thought discussing me might bring you and Violet closer together.’

		‘There are other things to talk about.’

		She had flushed.

		Of course. Of course. And she was in danger of becoming obsessed with her situation. One of the paradoxes of divorce, she had concluded, with the strange, raw vision she had developed after it, was that it did not bring liberation – far from it: the inner world of regret and obsession became a prison.

		As a child, she had watched her mother pin a paper pattern to dress material. Tongue poking between her lips, she had cut into the fabric and the edges had uncoiled like sleepy snakes, dropping to the floor. Eventually the match between pattern and material was achieved. ‘As good as Vogue, lovey,’ she had informed her round-eyed daughter.

		But no lasting match had been achieved between her and Bill.

		Jasmine had been twelve. Eve nine. Maudie almost four.

		The family had sat at the breakfast table. Two years ago, a baby had been born and died. A son.

		Food had become a burden and Lara battled to eat. Life had become a burden. She poured a glass of juice for Maudie. Maudie ignored it. Jasmine pinched Eve, who cried. A pan of milk heating on the stove boiled over and filled the kitchen with the nose-pricking smell of burned lactose. Lara observed the pan and the milk and thought, It doesn’t matter.

		Eventually Bill heaved himself, slowly, heavily, to his feet and switched off the gas. Lara watched him, as tears seeped down her face. When he turned to face her, there were tears on his cheeks too and he was stiff with emotion.

		Then he had told her.

		He hated himself, he said, but he had to go. ‘I no longer trust you.’

		‘How?’ she spat at him. ‘How could it be “for the best”?’

		‘Because we can’t live like this.’ He was white with the effort of explanation. ‘You can’t because it’s destroying you. And I won’t because it’s destroying me.’

		‘Don’t do this in front of the children, Bill.’

		Three anxious faces were staring at him.

		‘What am I thinking?’ He checked himself. ‘Of course I shouldn’t be saying this in front of them.’ He clamped his lips together.

		There hadn’t been much time to think. Any time, actually. Jasmine and Eve were due on the school run, and Maudie was to be dropped at a child-minder’s. She had got them ready. Coats on. Shoes fastened. A shadowy film of silent to-ing and fro-ing across a chaotic kitchen and hallway.

		When the girls were gone, they faced each other across the littered breakfast table.

		‘Is there someone else, Bill?’

		He sighed. ‘There wasn’t but … It’s more of a friendship. She …’

		‘She what?’

		‘She’s a comfort.’

		‘And I’m not?’

		He turned away. ‘Listen to us, Lara. Listen.’

		She observed his back. What could she read into it? Nothing she wished to read, and she stood for a while in the kitchen, waiting to touch base with the normal sounds. But there was silence. Why didn’t the boiler thump? The pipes rattle?

		She went upstairs and shut herself into the bedroom. She needed to look at Bill’s things. There were his shoes stuffed into the cupboard, the jackets (all similar) exuding whiffs of aftershave and sweat. There was his dressing-gown in blue paisley. Handsome.

		She tried pretending that she hadn’t heard what had been said. (‘I’m selectively deaf,’ her grandmother used to say. ‘You’ll find it a useful condition.’)

		At that time, her ambitions had centred on peaceful interiors that smelt of ironing and fresh bread. Of transporting children, of family outings, of visits to the cinema with popcorn, and Sunday roasts with properly crisped potatoes.

		Now what?

		Hours later she emerged to discover Bill sitting on the top stair. ‘Shouldn’t you have something to eat?’ He touched the place where her hipbone jutted through her jeans.

		Her head pounded. ‘Why would you care?’

		‘I may be leaving you,’ his voice drifted in from a long way away, ‘but I’ll make sure you’re OK.’

		She could see the scene clearly. To the onlooker, it was him and her having a – more or less – civilized conversation. But, at her hidden centre, she was molten with rage and pain. ‘You’re not taking the children,’ she said, proud of keeping her voice steady. ‘Don’t think it.’

		‘You don’t know what you’re saying.’

		‘Yes, I do. My children … I won’t lose my children.’

		At that, he appeared uneasy. ‘As it happens, Violet isn’t … keen.’

		She rallied her forces. ‘Bill, you don’t have to do this. You have a choice.’

		He stared up at her. ‘I don’t think so.’

		The look on his face reminded her so vividly of times past – times when it had been all right between them and they had been happy, more than happy – that her defences crumbled. She heard herself blurt, ‘It would be easier if you were dead,’ and had the satisfaction of seeing him pale.

		It was true. If Bill had died she knew she would have coped better. The refuge and decorum of widowhood was so much easier an option than that of the abandoned wife.

		‘Stop it.’

		‘Why aren’t you dead instead of Louis?’ she blazed at him.

		Uneasy and shocked, he followed her down the stairs into the kitchen. ‘Lara … can I ring your mother?’

		‘Don’t talk to me.’

		Pain was a protean thing. The pain of childbirth, seemingly unbearable at its worst, was, Lara discovered, bearable because it was forgotten. The pain of a collapsed marriage? Different again.

		The pain of bereavement? That was of another order.

		The two together?

		‘At least, the agony cannot grow any more,’ she wrote in the notebook, after Bill had left. ‘It is just there, a poisoning thing, anchored and immutable, and I’ve got used to dealing with it. What I can’t handle is waking up in the morning, all clean and washed with sleep and revelling in those seconds of unknowing, only for it to hit me …’

		If Bill’s going hurt, the struggle to subdue pride and rage and maintain a civilized face in front of the girls was almost worse. This would be a lifelong discipline – as tough as taking religious vows. She pictured herself as a figure in a classical painting kneeling in front of an infant Christ or a saint, promising silence and obedience, however hard. Lara’s lawyer advised, ‘You have to negotiate.’ True, cutting herself off and sending violent messages via silence was more disturbing than being vocal, but, said the lawyer, it was not an option.

		‘Why did he go?’ asked Lara’s mother. (She was a persistent woman and wouldn’t countenance Lara’s attempts to fob her off.)

		‘I got pregnant with Maudie, then Louis, and that began a whole long story,’ she said. ‘You know the rest.’ To counter the tragedy, a traumatized Bill had taken refuge with Violet. The Shrinking V., slim and gleaming with desire, raising her thin arms and crying for more of him to the exclusion of anyone else. Who could blame her? Who could blame him?

		Thinking, Children’s lunch, Lara had taken a knife out of the kitchen drawer and Bill had backed away. He looked at her with dawning incomprehension – her lovely husband, who couldn’t cope with his grief and its repercussions any longer.

		‘Go to Violet.’

		‘Lara …’

		She raised the knife. ‘Go.’
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