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            Chapter One

         
 
         It had started over a jar of capers. She’d bought skate for dinner specially to go with the capers, capers she’d been given by a grateful deli-owning client some years ago. It was true that they’d sat untouched in the cupboard ever since and were probably long past their best-before date. But she hadn’t thought of that as she had stood in the slush in the fishmonger’s. She’d told herself that at last she was going to cook: she would stake a claim to a normal existence with a skate and caper dinner and she’d wear that red dress he said suited her. Or used to say suited her.
         
 
         So far it had all gone well. Her idea had been cemented by the fishmonger.
 
         ‘Skate, madam? Lovely with capers…’ He had given the fish an extra toss in the air to express the joy of it. She’d bought a bottle of the driest Chablis, and some raspberries so fat you could fit a finger inside. They had seemed miraculous, these perfect plump fruits waiting for her to pluck them from the dirty astroturf display on Camberwell Church Street.
         
 
         Ophelia stopped at the pub window to apply a fresh coat of lipstick, checking its outline and checking for something else too: that composed but open expression that she wanted to carry away with her. The air was warm, sustaining, and the late June sun would make it pleasant to eat supper in the backyard. Alex would be tired after his rugby, happy to go to bed and let his parents dine and talk properly for once. It was going to be a lovely evening.
         
 
         But when she came in Alex and Patrick were eating ice cream together in the kitchen and scarcely raised their heads. Alex presented a mop of upstanding hair as he peered into the depths of his bowl. His arms had traces of mud. Patrick nodded but didn’t raise his eyes. A frown-line bisected his forehead. Both Alex and Patrick wore jumpers with sleeves pulled out of shape. Neither said ‘Hi!’ or ‘You’re back!’
 
         She put her shopping down noisily. ‘I hope you aren’t spoiling your appetite, Patrick. I’m cooking skate with Corvino’s capers for dinner.’
 
         Patrick looked up at her uncomprehendingly.
 
         ‘You know, dinner? At least you’ll remember Corvino, the murdering deli-guy who promised me a whole ham if he got off but just sent me a jar of capers?’
         
 
         This wasn’t how she’d meant it to be. Patrick was far away and her reiteration was bringing him no nearer. Alex was staring into his bowl. She thought of the stupid thing her client had said earlier: ‘Venus isn’t in the ascendant for you today.’
 
         Patrick shrugged, as though he’d caught her line of thought and didn’t particularly care for it. ‘I’m not sure we’ve still got those capers. I had a clear-out to make room for my curries.’ His voice was so cold it sounded like dislike.
 
         She felt the floor lurch under her, felt he’d thrown her out with the capers and she didn’t belong here any more, with her bony wing of a fish and her crisp black suit. The months of late nights in chambers, the struggling home to find Alex asleep and Patrick deep in his computer, the weekends spent at her desk while Alex and Patrick giggled in the kitchen or played ball games in the churchyard, the snatched meals and perfunctory conversations all seemed to gather in a great growing wave which crashed over her, leaving her clinging to a chair back, full of despair.
         
 
         Patrick exchanged glances with Alex. They were like teenagers resenting an adult presence. She didn’t know how to join them so she swung herself round and walked quickly out of the room and up to her bed. For a while she sobbed into her pillow. No one came and she began to think perhaps she was the childish one, a grown woman having a tantrum.
         
 
         She lay very still and listened. Alex and Patrick were upstairs now. Patrick was tucking Alex into his bed, wishing him goodnight with a cheerful ease in his voice, as though nothing had happened. She bit into her arm until it struck her as silly.
 
         Patrick came in with his loose limbs and drooping eyelids. His lashes were longer than hers and hid far more. He sat down on the bed next to her, not touching her, not looking at her. They both stared at the carpet without speaking for a while, as though their conversation – her questions, his answers, the sorry conclusion – were all legible in the zigzags around the edge of the rug. Although they were close – she could see that his jeans were worn thin at the thigh – they seemed inexorably separate, like flies caught in adjoining webs, suspended in time and space, unable to have the conversation, or to refuse to have it. It was Ophelia who struggled into speech.
 
         ‘What’s going on, Patrick?’
 
         ‘Nothing.’
 
         It was so unfair, him forcing her to force this out of him. This was certainly not nothing.
 
         ‘Come on, Patrick. Don’t lie. I know it’s not nothing. And the more you say it’s nothing the bigger the thing seems.’ How could it be nothing, the heaviness on her chest, the invisible wall that made it impossible to reach over and touch him, the atmosphere that chilled and slowed his responses? She balled her fists.
         
 
         ‘Patrick!’
 
         ‘OK.’ He touched her knee and then moved his hand away quickly.
 
         She relaxed her hands and put them palm down on the bed, on either side of her hips. Patrick was rubbing the top of his thighs. No wonder the jeans were worn there. How had she missed this new variation on his age-old fidgeting? It was new, this and so much else; and all the while she’d been running along with the old Patrick, with their old conversations keeping her company in her head.
         
 
         And then: ‘Yup. There is something going on.’
 
         No, words were not better. She gripped her knees. She needed to get through this. It was a bit like giving birth.
 
         He looked away, out of the window, and his body was still, as though he’d left it behind. ‘I’ve felt, for a very long time, that you haven’t been here. You haven’t been available for anything, jokes, stories… even physically… You’re always working and preoccupied. I need more than that. I need to feel loved. You know how it is.’
 
         He still didn’t look at her. It was this, even more than what he said, that made things clear to her.
 
         Her shrill voice hurt her own ears: ‘So, you are having an affair?’
 
         He sighed, as if weary of himself, her, the banality of it all. ‘If you want to call it that.’
 
         She felt like she’d been dipped in icy water.
 
         She got up and went to the window but she didn’t look out. Instead, she looked back. She realised that she had known about this, deep down, for months, since Christmas.
 
         A week before his office Christmas party, Patrick, whose hair had always hung in thick, dirty curls down to his collar, had come home with a haircut. It was a number one at the back and sides and a number two on top, a cross between Grace Jones and an American marine.
         
 
         ‘What the hell?’ Ophelia had said, stopping dead on the stairs.
 
         Patrick, just inside the hall and still in his coat, had run his hand over the pelt on his scalp and said, ‘Soft and clean as a cat!’ with a grin.
 
         Ophelia had liked his Byronic look, and she’d loved twisting her fingers in his hair when they kissed. ‘I’m not sure I want to be married to a cat,’ she’d said, giving an exaggerated frown to hide a deeper misgiving.
 
         He’d pounced forward and given her a winning smile. It almost worked, but not quite.
 
         ‘What made you do it?’ she’d asked, not coming closer. ‘Won’t you get cold?’
 
         ‘Come on, Feely. It’s good to have a change sometimes. I’m just sharpening up a little.’
 
         ‘So long as you don’t become uncomfortably pointy,’ she’d said and given him the hug he’d been waiting for.
 
         It suited him. You could see his high-cut cheekbones better, but she’d regretted the alien feel and look of it. Several times in the following week she’d caught herself staring at him as if he were a stranger.
 
         The window reflected Patrick on the bed behind her. His face was turned towards their dresser, away from her.
 
         ‘Are you having an affair?’ 
         
 
         ‘If you want to call it that.’
         
 
         What else could you call it? She didn’t want any of this. All because she’d bought skate for dinner. Her throat burned. ‘This is unbearable,’ she said.
 
         He turned to her with his mouth open, as though he had something to say; but no sound came out. He looked at her beseechingly and she almost reached out to him. Then, to her disgust, he looked away.
         
 
         She stood up, full of the vigour and righteousness of her anger, clinging to it.
 
         ‘You can go. Go now. It is enough.’
 
         And, to her amazement, he did. He got up unsteadily, stuffed some clothes in a bag and walked to the door. He gave her a horrified backward look and this time it was she who turned away. She heard the door shut, kedunk, and he was gone.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two

         
 
         The fundamental question had been settled then and neither of them sought to disturb it. She had thrown him out of the house and out of that comfortable place in her mind where she’d kept him, like a household deity, connected to her most vital thoughts. Into the vacuum old and new ghosts flooded, sometimes real people, sometimes nameless presences; sometimes she just felt the potent void itself, a space dense with all the absences in her life.
         
 
         She fought back. In his hurry to go, Patrick had left almost all of his things. Ophelia waited until Alex was at school and then emptied the cupboards of Patrick’s clothes. Every item of his clothing made her angrier; each epitomised his frailty in a different way. His underwear made her imagine his lover’s nails reaching under the elastic, his cardigan had her fingerprints on the buttons. The socks were odd and holed. His jeans still held his shape. She added his pillow to the pile. It was so full of his smell it filled her bed like a censer, making the memory of him dwell in the chill side of the bed where he’d once slept.
 
         She carried two full bin bags downstairs. She put them in the yard and looked at them.
 
         Patrick would have gone to live with that woman. She’d be pampering him, feeding him lotus flowers. He wouldn’t bother to take these bags away for months and she’d have to look at them, every day. She got a bottle of white spirit from under the sink and a packet of matches. This would get rid of the smell of Patrick in that pillow, she told herself.
         
 
         She poured on the fluid and threw matches on top. Thick black smoke swirled and spread everywhere, making her cough. The plastic shrivelled away. Flames licked upwards and heat threatened the wooden fence. Gradually, the smoke turned greyer and in the end there were just two piles of ash in the middle of two black rings on the concrete. The surrounding plants were scorched. Ophelia swept away the ash but the rings stayed, staring at her. She didn’t want Alex to see this and ask questions, so she got bleach and brushes and scrubbed till her hands were cracking and bleeding. It looked better, but not much.
         
 
         Ophelia knew Alex was suffering too. When she told him about the split, darkness had descended on his face and he’d seemed to collapse inwards. He hadn’t asked any questions or responded at all, except to say, laconically, ‘Well, at least now we can move that umbrella stand.’
 
         She’d smiled bitterly. Patrick’s affection for the over-large umbrella stand was a family joke. None of them had umbrellas, or even liked them, and the stand took up over half the width of their narrow hall, but Patrick had always insisted it had ‘character’.
 
         ‘You can put it wherever you like,’ she’d said, but when she found it behind Alex’s bedroom door later she felt she’d been turned inside out.
 
         Ophelia started going out as soon as Alex was in bed. She roamed the streets. She liked to walk in a straight line and she didn’t care about direction. The regular motion of her feet seemed to keep some of her unhappiness at bay, but only while she was out.
 
         Unwelcome thoughts drifted into her head all the time. Conversations would replay themselves as she sat in the places where they had happened.
         
 
         Just before the split, when she was defending a case with her friend and mentor Samuel, she’d come home straight from court one day and found Patrick drinking a beer in front of the six o’clock news. She was burning to tell him what had happened in court, but he’d scarcely turned to her as she entered so she hovered until the news finished and then switched off the TV. He scowled.
 
         ‘Let me tell you about my day!’ she’d said and started pacing in the small space between the furniture. ‘We had the main prosecution witness in the box. He’s the chief conspirator who’s giving evidence against all the others to get a lighter sentence. He told the jury what bad things all the other defendants had done, but he never mentioned our guy, Alan, at all.’ She’d paused and Patrick had stared at her without seeming to see her. Surely he wanted to know what they’d done? She couldn’t imagine not being riveted.
 
         ‘In his statement, the main guy gave the impression Alan was in on everything so it seemed weirdly deliberate, when he gave his evidence live, that he was silent about Alan. Anyway, we could have stayed mum and said to the jury, “Look there’s not much against Alan here,’ but Samuel wanted more than that. He stood up and stared at the witness for a minute and then said, “Would you say that Alan is, in so much as any of us ever are, an innocent man?”’
 
         The phone had gone and Patrick had answered it. He hadn’t said, “Hang on a moment, I’ve just got to finish a conversation;” he’d said, ‘Hi, oh yes, hello you,’ and he’d started an excruciating conversation about some lost keys in the office. Ophelia had walked out and poured herself a large glass of wine. After the call finished, he hadn’t come to find her. All evening she’d waited for Patrick to say, ‘And what happened? Did the witness say Alan was guilty?’ but he never had.
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         That was last week. Now, like the marriage, that trial was over. Alan was free but Ophelia couldn’t concentrate on anything. She was supposed to be preparing for a short fraud trial starting the following week. She was being led by her head of chambers, on Samuel’s recommendation. But however much she tried, she couldn’t study the papers. She was supposed to correlate the dates on fraudulent invoices with attendance sheets for other suspects in the office, to make schedules showing how those suspects were just as likely as their client to be responsible for the lying documents. She was meant to look for new patterns and come up with fresh ideas. Usually she loved this sort of sleuthing but these days her eyes were awash and her mind drifting to places it shouldn’t be. She risked disgracing herself in front of her head of chambers now.
         
 
         She sat holding her head over a file, watching an invoice bubble up where a tear had landed, when her phone rang.
 
         ‘Ophelia, I’m glad I got you. It’s Paul here.’ Paul Simms had always been one of her favourite solicitors and he knew her direct-dial number.
 
         ‘I’ve had a last-minute transfer of a case with a hearing this Friday. Nice Sri Lankan woman charged with stealing thirty thousand pounds from her employer. I’m sure you’ll like her. I thought she was charming. It’s in St Albans, so you’ll get one of those judges with beards.’
 
         She laughed. It was almost like old times, talking to Paul. ‘It certainly adds tone, having a judge who looks like an Old Testament prophet,’ she said, and then, knowing that Paul was likely to grab the conversation and take it into all sorts of by-ways, she added quickly: ‘Anyway, I’d be delighted to take on the case. Send me the papers.’
         
 
         ‘It’s in for pleas and directions on Friday. Something of a sticky wicket but I’m sure you’ll get her off the charges in the end.’
 
         ‘Right,’ Ophelia said, struck by the optimism of his approach. Paul Simms was a man who understood risks but preferred not to acknowledge them when it came to his clients. His instructions always told you to ‘defend vigorously’ without giving any details of what you were supposed to say or how the client claimed to be not guilty.
         
 
         ‘Anything I need to know about her defence?’
 
         ‘She’s pregnant.’
 
         ‘Oh.’
 
         The papers arrived on Thursday evening, bulky, heavy and hopeless. Samuel had borrowed and then left her wheelie case in the men’s robing room at the Old Bailey so she had to pack all the files, her book on the law and her robes into a long sausage of a bag that crushed her shoulder.
         
 
         On the Friday she wore stilettos, and by the time she got to Euston, the pressure on her left shoulder had dislodged her wobbling left heel and she was forced to hobble half on tiptoe. The cappuccino she bought to lift her spirits stuck like Pritt Stick to the roof of her mouth, and she still couldn’t think how she was going to help Mrs Kalpanichandran.
         
 
         The papers told Ophelia that Mrs K had run Mrs Letts’ flower shop for three years. Before Mrs Letts had discovered the fraud, she’d had complete faith in Mrs K. In the first two years Mrs K had made a significant amount of money for Mrs L. Her accounts had always been impeccably clear. After that, Mrs K had started to record large purchases of lilies and Kenyan roses in the balance sheet but these were never sold. At the same time, the stock records showed no such lilies or roses. Still, Mrs K submitted both the accounts and the stock sheets together. Ophelia analysed the purchases and stock day by day and a not guilty plea looked doomed. There was no statement from Mrs K about any of this.
         
 
         She got out her Archbold Criminal Pleading, Evidence and Practice and flicked through the rice-paper pages slowly so they stood upright for a moment in the air before flopping down again. Her eyes skimmed over the random pages. Diplomatic and international immunities from prosecution… unfortunately, Mrs K did not appear to be the Sri Lankan ambassador; Sovereign and State immunities, certainly not; children under ten, no way.
         
 
         As soon as Ophelia got to the concourse outside the courtroom, she saw a woman she was sure was her client, surrounded by a large and gloomy-looking clan. Mrs K was young, pretty and neatly turned out in a navy suit. She had delicate bones and a swelling middle. She looked far advanced in the pregnancy.
 
         When Ophelia called her name, she stood up quickly and stepped away from the others. The handsome young man she’d been sitting next to scowled.
 
         Ophelia turned to the group: ‘I need to speak to Mrs Kalpanichandran alone for a while but it’s very helpful that you’ve all come.’ She saw angry, disappointed looks flash between the members of the family. She looked down the concourse hoping to see the clerk whom Paul was meant to have sent to take a note. ‘You haven’t seen anyone from the solicitors, have you?’ she asked, turning back.
 
         A grey-haired, heavily jewelled woman shook her head. ‘No and we have been putting out calls all morning.’
 
         ‘Well, there’ve been problems on the trains,’ Ophelia said and wondered whether she’d ever be free of this defence barristers’ reflex of apologising for everyone’s mistakes.
         
 
         She led the way into a small room with a thick door and no ventilation, just off the main concourse. Mrs K sat and looked down at her manicured hands while Ophelia spread out her files.
 
         Ophelia asked her question gently. ‘So I just need to know, Mrs Kalpanichandran, how we deal with the discrepancy between the number of flowers you say you bought on the stock records and what you’ve put on the accounts, for the same day.’
         
 
         Mrs K didn’t look at her, but sighed, and played with her bangles.
 
         ‘Because there is a distinct difference, as I’m sure you are aware.’
 
         Mrs K took a deep breath and looked up at the fluorescent circle which lit the room with eerie evenness. ‘I know,’ she said, and then she looked at Ophelia, frowning. ‘I put the pages together purposely. I wanted Mrs Letts to see everything, but I could not bear to tell her.’
         
 
         ‘What was going on?’
 
         ‘Well, it was for my husband. He did not want to lose face. His family adores him. He is their greatest achievement. He got the best degree in engineering at university.’ She stretched out her ringed fingers and smiled to herself. Ophelia could see that she adored him too.
 
         ‘He is still studying, but he started gambling. At first only a little, and then more and more. And when we couldn’t get another mortgage he asked me for money. I took what I could, but I hated doing it. I made it so obvious…’
 
         ‘You stole to pay the bills?’
 
         ‘Yes, and to pay his debts. Sometimes he’d lose a thousand pounds in one night. It was terrible. And Mrs Letts didn’t see for such a long time…’ Mrs K hid her face in her hands and began to shake.
         
 
         ‘Here, have a handkerchief,’ Ophelia said, digging one out of her handbag.
 
         ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to cry.’
 
         ‘Don’t worry. It’s quite normal,’ Ophelia said, drawing a flower on the corner of her notebook, waiting for Mrs K to calm down. ‘You’ll plead guilty to the theft and false accounting charges, then?’
 
         Mrs K took her hands from her face and lay them face up on the table. ‘What can I do? I am guilty, but my family, my husband’s family, don’t want me to say so. It is too much shame.’
 
         Ophelia smoothed out the pages of her notebook. ‘Well, if you plead guilty you get a much shorter sentence, a third less than if you are convicted after a trial. And we haven’t really got anything we can say at a trial, so you’d be found guilty anyway, which would be more shame. So it is much better to enter your plea now. Tell me more about yourself, – things I could say to the judge to make him treat you leniently.’
 
         Mrs K stared at her hands. ‘So I will go to prison, then?’
 
         ‘The Court of Appeal says you should go to prison for stealing that much from an employer, even on a first offence. It’s the breach of trust they see as so serious. But tell me about yourself. Mr Simms has given me nothing to go on.’
 
         Mrs K folded and unfolded her fingers as she told Ophelia about how she’d met her husband at university, how she’d given up her studies so she could support them, how proud they’d both been about money, and how they’d never asked his family for anything. Ophelia guessed that the family had not been that happy about the marriage in the first place.
 
         Mrs K said she always hoped her husband would win back the money, and sometimes he had, but never enough. ‘The last time was the biggest,’ she said. ‘He lost five thousand pounds in one night just after I told him I was pregnant. I think he wanted to provide for the baby. But now the baby will be a prisoner.’
         
 
         Ophelia thought of the grey, jewelled matriarch outside. ‘Is your husband’s family wealthy?’
 
         ‘Yes, very.’
 
         ‘Could they pay back the money you stole, if that would help?’
 
         ‘Well, they have the money,’ she said, looking up anxiously at Ophelia.
 
         ‘And could your husband get a job?’
 
         ‘They’d give him some teaching at the university, I’m sure.’
 
         ‘One last thing: what does your husband’s family think about your pregnancy?’
 
         Mrs K nodded and swallowed. ‘We don’t know if it is a boy.’
 
         Ophelia sighed. Although clients were sometimes sorry to get a female barrister, at least girls were normally wanted, as babies. She looked at her watch. Only fifteen minutes until they’d be called before the judge.
 
         ‘When are you due?’
 
         ‘In two months.’
 
         If Mrs K had wanted to, she’d have known if it was a boy by now. Maybe she did know and it didn’t help.
 
         ‘OK, Mrs Kalpanichandran, so you will plead guilty and I will do my utmost to get you a suspended sentence, yes? I’ll ask for your sentence to be deferred, so you can pay back the money and have the baby. If you do what the judge says you might not go to prison. If you fight this you’ll get two years at least.’
 
         ‘Yes,’ she said, very quietly. 
         
 
         Ophelia came out of the room. She concentrated all her efforts on the matriarch. Mrs K senior was unbending at first, muttering things like ‘My daughter-in-law must pay for her crime,’ and she stared at Ophelia’s heel-less left shoe as if to say, ‘Why should I listen to you? You can’t even manage to wear a pair of shoes!’
 
         Ophelia faced her down. ‘Let me ask you something. How will you feel if your grandson is born in Holloway Prison, along with the children of drug addicts?’ Ophelia could see the wave of shock passing through the group. The young husband looked particularly wretched.
 
         The elderly matriarch started to shout, ‘No, no, that’s not going to happen!’
 
         ‘Well, the only way it won’t happen is if you pay the thirty thousand pounds into the court before the sentence is passed.’ Ophelia felt the balance of power shift her way.
 
         ‘It will be paid. We will arrange for this tomorrow,’ said the matriarch, looking as fierce in her defence of her daughter-in-law as she had been at first in her rejection.
         
 
         The young man from Paul’s office arrived just as the case was called into court. He got everyone’s names wrong, even Ophelia’s. ‘It’s a guilty plea,’ she whispered, and he nodded blankly. There would be no useful solicitor’s note about Mrs K’s change of plea, she thought ruefully as she went to give her name to the usher and prosecutor. Ophelia had failed to keep a proper record too. She ought to have got Mrs K to sign something about it. There just hadn’t been time.
 
         The clerk stood and read out the indictment in a stilted, indifferent voice and Ophelia turned to see Mrs K looking very small and frail in the dock behind her. After every count the clerk said, ‘How do you plead, guilty or not guilty?’
 
         Ophelia had to strain to hear the whispered: ‘Guilty’. 
         
 
         After that everything was very quiet and solemn, like a moment of prayer. Ophelia stood up to start her mitigation and she felt a wave of sympathy for Mrs K, which made her wobble even more on her unstable feet.
 
         She told the judge how Mrs K had almost wanted to be caught, how she’d done this for her husband, whom she loved too much, too uncritically, how now she would lose everything. To her horror, Ophelia heard her voice crack.
 
         She tried to rally herself. She needed to elicit emotion, not show it. A lachrymose barrister was a disastrous one.
 
         ‘The discovery of the fraud and the pregnancy have brought the family together at last. The family want to pay back the money, her husband is getting a job, and she, in two months, will give birth to their child. Love and responsibility have replaced the secrets and guilt. They hope most fervently that this child may not be born in prison.’
 
         Ophelia felt tears pricking and a blush rising from her neck. Luckily, the judge was not looking at her. He was studying her client, comparing Ophelia’s account of things with his own hunch about Mrs K. Judges usually believed they could know everything, given sufficient scrutiny of the papers and defendant.
 
         ‘Please, Your Honour, give Mrs Kalpanichandran a chance to prove her remorse and rehabilitation. I’m asking you just to defer her sentence for three months so they can do everything I have set out. If they fail, they know prison awaits.’ There was a catch in her throat, damn it, and the judge was staring at her.
 
         ‘Miss Dormandy, would you like a break?’ This was too bad. She squeezed her hands together behind her back and swallowed.
 
         ‘Thank you, Your Honour, but that is all my mitigation.’ She bit her tongue.
         
 
         The judge stared at Mrs K, who was crying quietly. At last he said very slowly, ‘Right, Mrs Kalpanichandran, I think in your case I can, unusually, defer sentence as your counsel suggests. I’ve been told you can pay back all the money, with the help of your family who are here to support you, and your husband will find work.’ He stared at the group in the public gallery. ‘I need to hear that all of these things are done when I see you again, otherwise, as I’m sure Miss Dormandy has told you, you must expect an immediate term of imprisonment. This offence is so serious that only custody is appropriate. I will wait to see whether I can suspend that term of imprisonment in your case. I’ll see you again on the first of October. You can have bail on the same terms as before.’
         
 
         Ophelia felt her tears well up with a vengeance now. This wouldn’t do. If she got a reputation for crying in court she’d never be briefed again. She seemed no more able to control herself in front of a judge than when she was working at her papers. Those files for the following week’s trial still sat unscheduled and crinkled with tear-stains on her desk.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Three

         
 
         As she walked along the narrow pavement to St Albans Station, past dusty antiques shops and cleaner barbers’, she turned on her telephone. It started to ring almost at once. She stared at the bright screen and her heart constricted. Alex’s school. Had he been hurt?
         
 
         ‘Hello?’
 
         ‘Miss Dormandy, it’s your son’s headmaster here. Alex is in detention next door.’
 
         Ophelia’s first feeling was relief. ‘Oh… Mr Brett. Is there something I can do?’
 
         ‘As you know, Miss Dormandy, we have a strict anti-theft policy at this school and a deliberate theft leads to immediate suspension. Alex was caught using a very valuable gold pen another boy had lost. He says he found the pen, which may be right, but he knew it was valuable and that it wasn’t his.’
         
 
         ‘I don’t think –’
 
         ‘Everything is in hand. He has written the boy a note of apology but I should tell you that any repeat of this behaviour will be viewed very seriously indeed.’
 
         ‘Yes, Mr Brett. I’m sure it won’t happen again. Things have not been easy for Alex at home recently. I should have called. His father and I –’ she choked.
 
         ‘Oh… I’m sorry about that, Miss Dormandy, but it is important that Alex follows the rules whatever difficulties he may be going through.’
         
 
         Poor Alex. He’d lost two fountain pens this term. She just couldn’t keep buying him new ones. Most of the time he was writing in pencil like the boys in the year below. She could imagine him, seeing the gilded pen catching the light in some unpromising corner, picking up the forgotten treasure and writing at last in flowing blue cursive.
 
         Of course he needed to be punished. The headmaster was right. But Alex also needed to feel loved. She and he were both walking wounded and they needed a break.
 
         On the train back to London she called the clerks. She got John, cheerful nineteen-year-old John.
 
         ‘Hi, John. Miss Dormandy here. I’m all done in St Albans for now. Sentence is deferred till the first of October.’
 
         ‘Right, I’ll put that in your diary.’
 
         She could hear the tapping of his keys down the phone. This was the easy part. Nothing for him to bridle at there. So far everything conformed to the model: clerk faithfully fills barrister’s diary with the best-paid work he thinks the barrister is fit for and the barrister faithfully attends, performs, phones up after to report success and adjourned hearing dates. The more dates and successes, the more the barrister proves his worth and the more the clerk recommends him for better-paid work. Everyone gets richer and busier. It was a virtuous circle that Ophelia was just about to break.
         
 
         There was no good way to say what she had to say. It would be unacceptable both to her clerk and to her head of chambers, and as a matter of courtesy and status, she ought to tell her head of chambers first. He was expecting to have her as his junior all week, expecting her to sit beside him in court and feed him page references for the points he made, to take a note of everything that happened and tell him what he’d missed – not to mention complimenting him on his closing speech. But she was going to do none of this.
         
 
         ‘Um, John. Could I speak to Mr Dorchester, please?’ she said.
 
         ‘I’m afraid not this week. He’s sorting out a right of way issue on his estate. He doesn’t like to be bothered when he’s in Shropshire.’
 
         ‘I see.’ She paused. ‘I can’t do the case next week, John. I have to take a break. I’ve… I’ve got trouble at home, and I can’t go on right now. I know this is last minute and not what a barrister is meant to do but the circumstances are out of my control.’ Well, she was out of control, at any rate.
 
         ‘But your presence is required at Southwark Crown Court.’ His voice was firm. It was not for her to cancel a case.
 
         ‘I’m very sorry, John. I just can’t do it. If I did the trial I’d mess it up. I’ll come back in September.’
 
         ‘Is that right, Miss Dormandy?’ His voice was full of irony.
 
         ‘I’m sorry, I really am. This is an exceptional event. I’ll see you after the summer. Thank you.’
 
         He didn’t even reply.
 
         She’d write to the head of chambers. She’d grovel, she’d explain, but would that be enough? She thought about what had happened to her colleague Mary Dannatt when she had taken off two years with twins. Mary had returned to work to find herself banished to Uxbridge Magistrates’ Court. For three years she’d to defend young men who’d stolen t-shirts in foil-lined bags. Before this her clients were more likely to have packed bags with Semtex and her trials had been at Southwark and the Bailey. And Mary had had a better excuse. Ophelia knew she was destroying her career.
 
         She dialled Samuel’s mobile. He was probably in chambers, but she didn’t want to call the switchboard and risk having to speak to John again.
         
 
         ‘What’s this, Ophelia? Ringing my mobile! Have you been arrested or something?’
 
         She could imagine him jumping to his feet and pushing his flop of grey hair away from his face ready to meet whatever challenge she threw at him. He was what her father would call a ‘good sport’. She almost wished she had been arrested. That would have been the sort of problem they were used to tackling together.
         
 
         ‘Oh Samuel, just as bad. I’ve split up with my husband, my son is going off the rails and I nearly broke into tears in court. I am an utter wreck. I just can’t do the fraud trial that you put me up for, you know, the one with Monty.’
 
         Silence. Yes, an arrest would have been much better. At last, she heard him clear his throat, like a doctor preparing to break bad news. ‘I see. Difficult times. I’m sorry, Ophelia. Monty won’t be pleased, but I’ll do my best to calm him down. You know his temper, though.’
 
         She did. He’d been known, during particularly frustrating cases, to throw the file across the room.
 
         ‘Thanks, Samuel.’ She waited, hoping he’d say something encouraging, something about wanting her back soon, but she could just hear his breathing and the sound of objects being shifted around on his desk. Good sports were not necessarily good at emotional scenes.
 
         ‘Pleasure, my dear. Good luck,’ he said finally, and hung up.
 
         She stayed on the train as far as Elephant and Castle and then got off. The stalls around the station were dense with tat, but her eye lit on a rainbow-coloured beach ball. It seemed a fitting emblem for her hopes and at four ninety-nine it was within her price bracket. 
         
 
         She bought the ball. It swung from her wrist in a thin plastic bag.
 
         When she got home, Alex was in his room, packing his case for the holidays. His au pair was downstairs in hers, packing too. It was the end of the year for both of them, but for Ophelia, usually, summer wasn’t a break. Alex would go to his grandmother’s in Suffolk and she would carry on going to court but in a lighter suit. When she was feeling daring, she even wore sandals. She used to miss having Alex at home in the evenings, but she would go to Suffolk for weekends and she and Patrick used to while away the long week-day evenings in aimless chat, flirtation and speculation, like a couple before they had children. This year it would all be different.
 
         She dropped her court bag where the umbrella stand had once lived and ran upstairs into Alex’s room.
 
         ‘Hi, darling!’ she said.
 
         His face was slack and sad and his shoulders hunched. He was waiting to be told off about that pen. She was sorry to do this, but it had to be done.
 
         ‘I heard you got a detention for taking a boy’s pen.’
 
         He didn’t look up. ‘Yeah, Mum, I’m really sorry. It was on the floor by the sports hall. It was so nice. It was black with rings of gold around it and it was really smooth to write with. I should have handed it in. I’m sorry.’
 
         She hugged him. ‘Yes. You have to think how upset the other boy would have been to lose it.’
 
         He sniffed. ‘Well, he had another nice pen too.’
 
         She squeezed him tight and the plastic bag with the beach ball banged against his back.
 
         ‘Still, you know it’s wrong, don’t you?’
 
         He nodded and she let him go.
 
         ‘I got you something,’ she said, holding out the bag. 
         
 
         He looked nonplussed.
 
         She sat next to his case on the bed. ‘This year I’m coming on holiday with you. I’ll drive us to Granny’s and this time I’ll stay. I’ll take you to the beach every day and help you build sandcastles and we can go to tea shops for scones and jam.’ He looked at her with puzzled detachment. She pressed on, ‘We can go bird spotting in the estuary and crabbing on the Deben. I’ll take you to all the places I loved, when I was your age. I’ve told the clerks I’m not working all summer.’ He nodded slowly, taking it in.
         
 
         She kissed him on the forehead and he gave her a hug.
 
         ‘Cool, Mum.’
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         But the holiday was scarcely better than work. Ophelia couldn’t feel her old joy in the places she’d loved as a child. She didn’t want to look for birds or shells or Roman remains. She didn’t want to do anything. She and Alex stared at the sea and grew freckles together. Alex had bouts of furious digging in the sand and started to talk in random accents and odd voices, but mainly he sat slumped in morose silence.
 
         Ophelia thought about how things had all gone wrong. When had the trouble really begun? She rooted around in her memory for the signs of her husband’s betrayal.
 
         There was the bottle of Paul Smith aftershave that had arrived in their bathroom around the time of the haircut. Patrick never used aftershave.
 
         ‘Did you buy this?’ she’d asked, putting toothpaste on the brush and looking at the new purchase.
 
         ‘Umm, yes…’ he’d replied hesitantly.
 
         She’d jabbed the inside of her mouth so hard it bled but she hadn’t pressed her questions. They’d slept, that night, with a gap like a river between them in bed.
         
 
         The next day she’d brooded on that exchange, Patrick’s awkwardness, and before she knew it, she was going through his pockets looking for a receipt. She’d wondered if it was a present or if he really had spent money on the thing. She wasn’t sure which was worse but she wanted to know, whichever.
 
         Like Alex, Patrick kept the detritus of his days in his pockets, on his bedside table, on the corner of the dressing table, in the bottom of his canvas bag. She found Twix wrappers; business cards from Bromley Council and Credit Suisse; pen lids; a torn sheet from Alex’s homework; a receipt from a restaurant near Waterloo for fifty-nine pounds thirty and another in Deptford for sixty pounds ninety-five; half a mint; a pack of Post-it stickers; a receipt from a deli for two brownies and two lattes. She felt like an archaeologist studying a lost civilisation, not finding what she was looking for, but sifting the available remains. She didn’t have all the data. Patrick would have been depositing things in his desk at work. He’d have left a trail of clues all the way there, in the bin at the green, on the bus to Greenwich…
         
 
         Her fingers felt itchy from the dust under her nails and her mind dirty, as if she’d been watching pornography. She put everything in the rubbish and told herself she was being stupid.
 
         On the beach in Suffolk she filled her hands with grey sand and let it run through the tiny gaps between her fingers. Patrick had never told her his lover’s name and she had never asked it. She didn’t need to; she already knew. She’d met her at that Christmas party. It was the way that Patrick hardly spoke to either of them that had seemed oddest. But then everything about Patrick had been strange then. All his gestures were exaggerated. He threw his head back too far to laugh. He repeated himself too emphatically. He told risqué jokes. He made a bet for real money about motor racing. He boasted about his tidy desk. And all the time the new temp Caroline had watched him in wonder, flicked her curtain of hair to and fro, and shifted her weight between impossibly long, honey-coloured, bare legs.
         
 
         Ophelia stayed on the beach, feeling her hair turn brittle as straw and her skin toughen in the sun and wind. When her self-disgust grew great enough, she would cast herself into the long, cold breakers of the North Sea. Afterwards, she’d take Alex back to the house she’d grown up in, and they’d have tea with her mother and Wilf and go to bed early. The house, once so strikingly painted in strong, dark colours, had been repapered in tasteful Victorian damasks. Wilf’s family collection of bird pictures and his anecdotes of book-club rows were all agreeable enough, and her mother took pleasure in all the same old rituals – dog walking, fish pie on Fridays, gardening – but the ghost of her father seemed to hover in the beeswax smell on the stairs, seemed to cast a tall, thin shadow over the rug he’d brought back from India, seemed to lurk, neglected, in the unopened drinks cabinet and the dusty rolled-up projector screen in the cloakroom. Her mother told her she looked well, better every day, but she felt extinguished, broken. Her mother kept saying she ought to get back to work, that Alex would be fine here with her and Wilf, that her career needed her and she was a rising star; but Ophelia couldn’t bear to leave Alex, who was all she had left. She was a fallen star with no more light in her than the rocks by the beach.
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         The summer passed. They returned for the beginning of Alex’s school term.
         
 
         On the first weekend in September they drove out to Stansted to collect the new German au pair who’d make it possible for Ophelia to go back to work.
 
         Although she’d done this every year for the last five years, it felt quite different now. She felt anxious and exposed even before Freia emerged from the arrivals hall with four huge suitcases and a stranger’s stare. She found herself talking too fast as she described their area and the language school Freia would probably want to go to in the mornings, and Freia just said ‘yes’ in answer to all questions. She felt, as she talked to her about their routines, that they had become an equation, not a family. Their lives seemed to reduce down to a series of transactions. And no sooner had Freia moved into the front room than she started to go out. In some ways this was a relief, but Ophelia couldn’t help thinking that the true reason was that, even to this newcomer, their home felt hollow and wrecked.
 
         Patrick came as soon as they were back and took Alex to a football game. In the week before, Alex had kept repeating, ‘I can’t wait till Saturday.’ In the week after, he regularly burst into reminiscence, ‘Henry was magic’, and ‘That should never have been a free kick!’
         
 
         She and Patrick agreed Alex could go out with him every weekend ‘for a fun day’, as though that was his only chance of such a thing. Ophelia didn’t ask for details. She didn’t want to hear about them hanging out together at Caroline’s house.
 
         Ophelia still didn’t call work, though one day she walked close by it to meet her friend Flora for lunch. She and Flora had been at school together. As twelve-year-olds they used to get into a frenzy about all the destruction caused by the Industrial Revolution. Ophelia’s preoccupations had changed, but Flora had stayed true to their zeal, and seeing her always made Ophelia feel both nostalgic and worldly. Today she looked forward to a bit of polemic to distract her from everything else.
         
 
         Flora stood in the door of the café, exotic in a red dress and strings of blue beads, on a street where even the buildings looked pin-striped. Tall, willowy and beaming a big smile, the sight of her was a tonic.
         
 
         She kissed Ophelia on both cheeks and said, ‘How wonderful to see you, fresh from our old haunts. Come, let’s go in. I like this place because the owner is nice and they recycle everything.’ Flora ushered Ophelia to a table by the window.
 
         ‘Not the leftovers, I hope,’ Ophelia retorted, and Flora let out one of her hooting, good-natured laughs. A couple of men at the next table looked up at the sound and smiled.
 
         ‘Leftovers are recycled into the cat, not the customers,’ Flora said, smiling back at the men.
 
         Ophelia watched a tabby twitch its tail as it passed between the tables, indifferent and proprietorial. The room was dim, lit only by natural light through the shop front and a strip light above the counter, but you could see that the lino floor was worn and a little dirty. A smell of stale coffee wafted from the percolator and there was a friendly hum of conversation from the other tables. Flora looked around approvingly. Then she ran her hand over the table and asked, ‘How was the holiday with Alex?’
 
         ‘We used very little petrol going to the beach, ate vegetables grown by my mother and rabbits shot by my stepfather. Ecologically speaking, it was top-notch, but I’m afraid we were miserable.’
 
         ‘I’m so sorry. It sounded so good for you and for him. Remember the fun we had at Alex’s age, repelling Napoleon from our sandcastles?’ 
         
 
         Ophelia remembered the digging, the building and smoothing, how they’d decorated their battlements with shells and sticks, and elaborated stories about the glamorous French sailors that were washed ashore after their boats were blown apart by the cannons. There was always a very injured aristocrat with a name starting ‘de’ whom Ophelia would nurse and then marry. Flora took more pleasure in getting the troops to surrender in large numbers.
 
         ‘You captured a frigate of Burgundians and made them plant vines!’ Ophelia said.
 
         Flora laughed long and high, setting off an echo of laughter from the other table, which made her laugh again. Ophelia felt embarrassed for a moment and then she relaxed into the fun, joining in, remembering how they used to laugh so much together that their stomachs ached.
 
         Flora got to her feet. ‘Let’s order some lunch. It’s all organic.’
 
         ‘Good idea. What actually tastes nice?’ Ophelia asked.
 
         ‘The wholewheat fusilli with tomato sauce is nice. Would you like that?’
 
         Ophelia looked up at the board. It was edged in peace signs and none of the dishes were free from unnecessary elaboration.
 
         ‘That would be fine,’ she replied. She watched her friend go to the counter and fall into a conversation that looked far too animated to be about pasta.
 
         ‘Sorry,’ Flora said, when she came back, ‘Marco was telling me how he always stirs the sauce in the same direction, like his grandmother.’
         
 
         ‘Right,’ said Ophelia, wondering what had happened to their conversation.
 
         Perhaps Flora had the same thought. She leaned closer over the table and said, with urgent sympathy, ‘How have you left things with Patrick? I bet he didn’t expect you to make him go.’ She paused and added quickly, ‘Not that I’m saying you did the wrong thing. I’d have thrown him out years ago.’
         
 
         Ophelia shrank back. Had she been too soft on him, or was Flora too emphatic? She felt too confused to say.
 
         ‘We split so suddenly. It was like a stone that’s been cracked in the frost but held together with some earth. You disturb the ground a bit, by doing something odd like buying a nice dinner, and the whole structure falls clean apart.’
 
         ‘He never looked after you.’
 
         ‘Well, he might say I didn’t look after him. I was so busy all the time. But I was just trying to pay the bills. I wasn’t sleeping with my colleagues.’
 
         ‘Did he sleep with lots of them?’ Flora’s eyes flashed. She looked as though she might slice him up.
 
         ‘Well, actually it was just a temp at his office. She was young and impressed and had long legs and a trust fund. Caroline. I suppose it was all too much for Patrick to resist.’ She sighed.
 
         ‘My point exactly.’ Flora looked militant and folded her arms.
 
         For all that her friend was trying to help, Ophelia wanted to resist so simple a conclusion. ‘You’ve never been a believer in the long-haul relationship. I seem to remember you dumped your last man because he liked Westerns.’
 
         Flora smiled. ‘Well, maybe I was being a bit hard on him, but the gun culture was too much.’
 
         A waitress came over with two steaming plates of soggy pasta. Ophelia guessed it had been cooked some time ago. ‘Mmm,’ she said, taking a few bites of the soft brown and red mush. ‘I’m not sure I can taste whether he stirred to the left or right. Can you?’ 
         
 
         Flora laughed quietly. Ophelia had got the right level of levity this time. Flora tucked hungrily into the pasta.
 
         ‘Still, I miss Patrick horribly. I walk around London and I think I see him, all the time. It’s because he’s in my thoughts, I guess. Any lanky frame and square-cut chin and I’m running to catch up with his doppelganger.’
         
 
         ‘But just think how many other attractive men you could find!’ Flora’s eyes twinkled encouragingly. Certainly, Flora never seemed to have any trouble finding admirers. Flirting came as naturally to her as freckles. But then she never knew what to do with a boyfriend when she had one.
 
         ‘I’m worried Alex is missing Patrick a lot too. He only sees him on Saturdays. Patrick isn’t even coming to his birthday party. I’ll be doing tea for twenty boys on my own.’
 
         ‘No, you won’t,’ Flora said, putting her fork down and looking defiant and excited. ‘I’m going to help. I love parties, the decorating, setting the scene, and all the fun!’ Ophelia thought of Flora’s parties. They were long, rather dreamy affairs with no adrenaline-fuelled schoolboys.
 
         ‘Thank you, but are you sure? Nine-year-old boys aren’t very keen on joss sticks and candlelight. They’re noisy and savage.’
 
         ‘I know. I work with them all the time,’ Flora said, abruptly.
 
         Every now and then this dynamic came up. Flora would indicate that, as a social worker, she had a wider, deeper knowledge of children than Ophelia, or any mother, could have. When Alex was a baby, she’d been most insistent that Ophelia should have a feeding timetable and clear bedtimes, something that seemed impossible to Ophelia. She guessed that Flora would have liked children, but didn’t want all the commitments that came with them, so she convinced herself she had the best of them anyway. 
         
 
         ‘Are you enjoying work at the moment?’ Ophelia asked, to change the subject.
 
         ‘It’s very stressful. I’ve had to call the police in on a case.’ Flora looked upset and stopped eating. ‘One of my clients told me her stepfather hit the baby, his own kid, to stop it crying. He’d punch it in the ribs and after that the baby would be quiet. Poor thing. It worked because, with broken ribs, crying is too sore. The girl told me all this and then wanted me to promise not to do anything as she was scared they’d know it was her who’d told.’
 
         ‘That’s awful. Wh at did you do?’
 
         Flora smiled, already cheerful again. ‘I told her it would be OK and we’d send a health visitor for a “routine check”. The health visitor found broken ribs and got the police. They never guessed.’
 
         ‘That’s good,’ Ophelia said, enjoying her friend’s pleasure in her work. ‘God knows what I am doing… I am so broke; I ought to go to work too but my nerves feel too close to the surface. I’m worried they wont want me back in chambers. And even if I can go back, I’m afraid I’ll be no good.’
 
         ‘Don’t worry. You’re very bright and tougher than you think.’
 
         ‘I hope so,’ Ophelia said, wondering if she was right.
 
         ‘And you mustn’t worry about the party. It’s going to be a hit. It’s your birthday on the same day as Alex’s, isn’t it?’
 
         Ophelia nodded. She’d been trying to forget that aspect of the day. She told Flora about the arrangements and began to feel better. It was beginning to sound like a manageable party.
 
         Flora nodded and looked at her watch. ‘Got to dash, but lunch is on me.’ 
         
 
         She blew Ophelia a kiss and took the chit over to the counter. Even now, when she said she was in a hurry, Flora seemed to take a long time over paying the man at the till. Her compulsion to flirt was as strong as her good humour.
 
         Ophelia stayed in her place, staring at passers-by through the window. Everyone seemed to be in a rush. She realised she felt a little left out. Maybe going back to chambers would be a good thing.
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         ‘I’m going back to work tomorrow,’ she announced to Alex on Sunday night, as he was eating sausages and beans.
 
         ‘Oh.’ He was concentrating on an over-full fork. Once the last bean had made it, he said, ‘Mum, I’m meant to bring a big box into school tomorrow. There was a sheet last week. We’re making robots in DT.’
 
         ‘If I get a wine delivery tomorrow evening, you could take the box in on Tuesday.’
 
         ‘No, Mum. It can’t wait. I’ll lose house points if I don’t have it tomorrow.’ His voice was quivery.
 
         She could think of only two boxes in the house: one was small and contained her father’s treasure; the other was a good-sized cardboard box full of another sort of treasure – but then maybe those contents weren’t precious any more.
 
         She held the dusty paper in the flat of her palm, as though it might bruise in her fingertips. It was twenty years old, a museum piece.
 
         
            My Dearest Ophelia,
            

         
 
         The letters were big, brown, illuminated. The ‘D’ swept ecstatically up and then curved round into itself, blooming with flowers. The ‘O’ contained her portrait, smiling. The ‘P’ had a mermaid’s tail.
         
 
         
            How dare you run off like this, leaving me with only your library card photo? Don’t you feel how I suffer? I’m supposed to be filing redundant plans for an architect whose ‘meetings’ are all in the pub. Mostly I file them in the bin and then retire to the photocopying cupboard for a nap and dream about you. My feelings about this work experience opportunity are like Voltaire’s take on the Holy Roman Empire: neither work, nor experience nor an opportunity. Except of course that I have access to this lovely stationery and time to write to you. Which is a whole lot less satisfactory than having you in my arms. 
            
 
            What are you actually doing in Suffolk? Are you reading those books on Roman law or are you taking dogs for wet walks, eating coffee cake and drinking sherry with your mother, Wilf and whatever locals didn’t fall out with your father? Are you thinking of me, as I think of you, continually? 
            
 
            Tell them you have a dangerous insect bite which has to be investigated urgently by a London specialist, or just tell the truth, as you always do. Say that we love each other and can’t be parted. Because that is the truth, Ophelia. Our love is stronger than the sun.
            
 
            Patrick
            

         
 
         Xs for kisses filled all the rest of the space. They were so graceful, his Xs, long and slightly curling at the ends, like his lips, like his hair. Intense, persistent Xs, like those kisses on the platform at Liverpool Street until the guard’s final whistle. Xs that were confident of being well received; exuberant, conspicuous, celebratory Xs. The Xs of a young man.
         
 
          
         ‘Mu-um. Can I have the box yet?’ Alex stood above her, tall for his nearly nine years – almost as tall as her – with a healthy frame but an uncertain presence. Maybe it was that he didn’t stand still. He jiggled about, shifting his weight, impatient. He was so different from Patrick. Patrick, though he fidgeted, was sure of himself in space, slouchy but graceful, reckless. He used to ride around London on a bike with no brakes, and he preferred to climb through windows rather than bothering with keys and doors.
 
         She looked down into the mess of letters and mementos from their lost years, the train tickets, beer mats, the postcards from America, Turkey, Egypt, the estate agents’ particulars of their house… These had been the good times – although, when they bought the house, Patrick’s lack of ambition was already complicating their choices. The fragments in the box seemed to breathe warm snatches of memory at her: of swimming side by side in the Mediterranean, almost too far out to sea; of sketching ancient ruins (Patrick catching the spirit of the structure, she struggling with the light and shade on two or three stones); of long conversations on Turkish buses showered with cheap eau de cologne; of him carrying her over the threshold of the house on their wedding night, getting stuck, losing her shoes, giggling, everything somehow new again. The heap of memories seemed fresher than the present, and she was drawn to it, as though it were a living creature she could caress and talk to.
         
 
         Alex’s chewed fingernails came between her and the box. They gripped its edge. She touched the back of his hand, restraining him, feeling the softness of his skin and the roughness of a hangnail.
 
         ‘Just a minute. I want one last look at the stuff inside. Why don’t you get the other things ready? You could find some buttons for his eyes and mouth and maybe your old hairbrush could stick out of his head.’
         
 
         ‘But he needs to be high tech.’ There was a hint of a whine lurking there and she nearly snapped at him, but an  idea floated into her head.
         
 
         ‘Hunt about in my court bag. I think there’s an old  dictaphone in there. We could record something, hide it in his head, make him speak.’
 
         Alex rallied now and stuck his arms out straight in front of him, saying mechanically, ‘I will exterminate, I will  exterminate.’ He shuffled forwards towards the stairs, looked down at them and continued in machine speak: ‘Oh, no, stairs. I am going to fall down, I am going to fall down…’ Then he threw himself backwards, so hard that Ophelia thought it must hurt. He kept his arms sticking out in front of him, pointing at the ceiling. ‘I need an engineer, I need  an engineer.’ Ophelia laughed and he sat up and slid down the stairs on his bottom, dragging the carpet out of its nail grips with a tearing sound like a hairbrush pulling through tangles.
 
         ‘Careful of the carpet!’ she called. It wasn’t much of a  carpet now, but it had to last.
 
         She looked back at the letter, crisp and yellow, its edges slightly curled, the ink fading. It belonged to another age. Not one of the thoughts which flowed over the page was still there. It was a relic, not something living after all.
 
         She was not the same Ophelia either. All the cells in her body were different to the cells he had written to. In those twenty intervening years, every part of her would have decayed, dead cells shuffled off into her sheets, her clothes, her carpet, new cells grown in their place. She crushed the letter like a dry leaf in her hands and threw it into a black binbag she had ready beside the box.
 
         She put her hand back among the mementos in the box. She grabbed the cards and tickets and keyrings and threw them into the bag. The box felt like that place of lost things and failed purposes poets used to call the moon.
         
 
         She jumped. Alex was beside her, staring at the box and holding two hairbrushes – her hairbrushes – in his left hand. In his other hand was the button jar, open. Behind him, down the stairs, lay a trail of buttons, like Hansel’s path home. He hadn’t seen them. He didn’t see lots of things, and he was talking to her less and less. Only at night, when she tucked him up in bed, did he sometimes speak to her from the heart.
         
 
         She pointed at the stairs. ‘Look, Alex. You’ve dropped… And did you forget the machine? You could get it when you go down to pick up the buttons.’
 
         ‘OK.’ He handed her the jar and started to go back.
 
         ‘No, take the jar to put them in.’ She rattled it like a coin-collector. He blushed and took it back. She was sorry. She hadn’t meant to hurt his feelings. ‘You want to use my hairbrushes?’
         
 
         ‘Yeah. I thought we needed a matching pair, for arms… if you can take all your yucky hair out.’
 
         She raised her eyebrows. ‘What will I brush my yucky hair with then?’
 
         ‘Have it like mine. No brushing needed.’
 
         ‘Your dad used to call my hair “the golden threads that bound his heart”.’
 
         ‘They didn’t work so well in the end, did they?’
 
         Her turn to blush, to feel her internal lift in freefall. People still sometimes told her she was beautiful, but she knew she’d aged in the last year.
 
         She tipped the remnants of the letters and mementos into the black bag and tied it quickly shut, as though something hazardous might escape. She took it straight to the bin. When the green lid swung down on it she was glad.
         
 
         She came back into the house. Alex was just halfway down the stairs picking up buttons, dropping them again. She took the dictaphone out of her bag. She’d better make sure it had nothing she needed on it. She switched it to play, and her voice crackled out of the plastic pinholes: ‘Advice on appeal…’
 
         She shivered and pressed rewind so that a new recording would wipe it out. This had been her last piece of work, the case that had taken so much time it had ruined her marriage. At least she’d had Samuel next to her, but then Samuel had insisted they had to work every weekend for the six long months it had lasted. And she still couldn’t get over the snigger in her client’s voice on that last day, the day of his sentence, the day she’d gone and bought skate for dinner. He’d said to her, as his parting shot, ‘Venus isn’t in the ascendant for you.’ He’d told her, apropos of nothing, to avoid all romantic gestures, and then he’d turned out to be horribly right. It was the prospect of dealing with people like him that made her dread going back to work. She handed the machine to Alex.
         
 
         ‘Press record and exterminate as much as you like,’ she said.
 
         ‘Thanks, Mum. I should get some house points for this!’ He looked pleased.
 
         She smiled. ‘I’m sure you will, if you cover him nicely. Better get rid of the Carlsberg logo. Do you want me to help?’
 
         ‘I don’t want to cover it. I’m going to make the beer thing important. “I will exterminate. But I am running out of fuel. More Carlsberg please. Then I can exterminate, exterminate.”’
 
         ‘You should make it Coke. Your teacher will think you’re a bit young for beer jokes.’
         
 
         ‘Mu-um.’
 
         He was always most childish when protesting how adult he’d become. Maybe it was her fault. When she treated him as a child, he became one.
 
         She watched him holding hairbrushes up to the box, the empty treasure chest of her memories. She tried to see it as something of his, but she couldn’t dislodge the suspicion that there was something of hers still left in there; some small evil or hope. A gnawing anxiety settled in her stomach, eating away at her. Maybe she’d feel better when the box wasn’t in the house and she got back to work. Or maybe she’d feel worse.
 
         She turned, as usual, to the fridge. A glass of pale white wine, cool enough to cloud the glass balloon as soon as it went in, held out a promise of muffled comfort, of a muzzier pain at the back of her brain. No wonder the robot needed beer. Alex probably thought all adults ran on alcohol.
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