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Chapter 1
It is a truth universally acknowledged that one person’s happiness is frequently bought at the expense of another’s.
My husband Will, a politician to his little toe, did not entirely get the point. He maintained that sacrifices in the cause of the common good were sufficient in themselves to make anyone happy. And since Will had sacrificed a significant slice of his family life to pursue his ambitions as, first, a promising MP, then a member of the Treasury Select Committee, then minister, and—latterly—as one who was tipped to be a possible Chancellor of the Exchequer, it followed that he should have been supremely happy.
I think he was.
But was I?
Not a question, perhaps, that a good wife should ask.
On our nineteenth wedding anniversary, Will and I promised each other to be normal. To this end, Will carried me off to the theater, ordered champagne, kissed me lovingly and proposed the toast: “To married life.”
The play was Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, and the production had excited attention. Although I could see that he was aching with tiredness, Will sat very still and upright in the seat, not even relaxing when the lights went dim. An upright back was part of the training he had imposed on himself never to let down his guard in public. Although I am better than I used to be, I am still laggardly in that department. It is so tempting to slump, hitch up my skirt and laugh when my sense of the ridiculous is tickled—and there was much in our life that was ridiculous. Politicians, ambassadors, constituents, coffee mornings, chicken suppers, state occasions . . . a wonderful, colorful caboodle replete with the ambitious and the innocent, the failures and the successes.
Of necessity, Will laughed with circumspection—so much so that, once, I accused him of having lost the ability through lack of use. There was only a tiny hint of a smile on his lips when he explained to me that one small error of attention could undo years of work.
I sneaked a look at him from under eyelids that still stung from the morning’s regular date with the beauty salon. Dyed eyelashes were a necessity because, when I do laugh, my eyes water. In the early part of Will’s career, when I was being scrutinized and weighed and measured from head to foot by sharp eyes in the constituency, Mannochie, Will’s watchful and faithful political agent, had been forced to whisper discreetly, “Train tracks, Mrs. S,” which meant my mascara had smudged. There was no option but to laugh off that one and whisk myself to the nearest mirror for a quick repair job. This was part of the bargain struck between Will and me. In short, to look good as the minister’s wife was to be good.
Dressed in pale, shimmery blue, Nora made her entrance onto the stage and her husband asked anxiously, “What’s happened to my little songbird?”
Will reached over for my hand, the left one, which bore his wedding ring and the modest ruby we had chosen together. It was small because, newly engaged and glowing with love at the prospect of shared happiness and mutual harmony, I had not wished him to spend too much money on me. Hindsight is a great thing, and I have come to the conclusion that modesty is wasted when it comes to jewelry. The touch of his hand was unfamiliar, strange almost, but I had grown used to that, too, and it was not significant. Beneath the unfamiliarity, Will and I were connected by our years of marriage. That was indisputable.
At the end of the play, still in her pale blue, Nora declared, “I don’t believe in miracles any longer.” The sound of the front door opening and closing as she left the house was made to sound like a prison gate clanging shut.
Someone in the audience gave a little cheer. It echoed above the perfectly groomed heads in the stalls, and there was a rustle of collective embarrassment at this demonstration of female solidarity.
When Parliament sat, Will lived in London during the week, in a mansion block in Westminster and it was London where he did his deals in the Members’ tearoom, and struck alliances. In the old days, he came down to Stanwinton at weekends to nurse his constituency and his family, in that order, and I came up to London infrequently. Now that Chloe, our daughter, was eighteen, I was free to come up to London most weeks, but tonight we were driving home.
I watched the cold, eerie city lights give way to the shadows of the suburbs. At home, I often played the game of not-turning-on-the-light-until-the-very-last-minute. I loved that moment of transition between light and dark, and the textures of light and shade. I had learned that if I remained quite still something surprising might swim up out of the spaces in my head. Sometimes only a fleeting thought. Sometimes a revelation or a conclusion. Its chief element was of surprise and I found myself increasingly craving the delight of discovery. It was the moment to consider peace, happiness, expectation, . . . but, lately, I suppose, to reflect on a certain, creeping restlessness and a growing sense that it was time for a change.
Will cleared his throat—I recognized the signal—and began to talk about his project of the moment: the controversial European initiative to tax anyone with a second car. “There’s no question, but we have to do something before the world chokes. We can’t stand by and do nothing; we must show that we mean what we say.” He turned. “Fanny? Are you listening?”
“Of course,” I said. “Look at the road, Will, not at me.”
“Well?”
But I was thinking of the days when my energy had been devoted to Will’s political life and objectives and wondering why I did not feel the same. It was not as though we were old. I still loved Will, although sometimes ripples of irritation and exasperation made me forget I did—but that was marriage. Our life still held many possibilities.
“Fanny . . . ? Do you agree with what I am doing?”
“I don’t think it stands much of a chance,” I replied. “I don’t think people always want to be told what is good for them.”
“So I’m on my own on this one?” he said with the tone of one well used to arguing a case. “Fair enough.”
An hour or so later, he nosed the car into the drive, unsnapped his seat belt and reached for the red box filled with papers, which required attention, that was never far from a minister’s side.
“I hope you enjoyed the evening.” He hefted the box onto his knee and added, “We’ve made it Fanny, haven’t we? Nineteen years . . .”
I felt a sudden, intense disquiet. Or was it bewilderment? Where had those years gone? One of the saints, I think it was Theresa, wrote that the soul has many rooms. So does a life, and a marriage. Motherhood, too, and I had been curious to shine a light into each one. But having struggled through the muffling intimacies of being a wife and a mother, I was now asking: Which room was mine alone? Into which still, private room could I retreat?
I smiled at him. “It was a lovely evening.” Then I leaned over and kissed him.
When we let ourselves into the house, I realized that I’d made the mistake, unlike Nora, of continuing to believe in miracles. The commotion that greeted us—Meg shouting and Sacha, her son, cajoling—meant only one thing. Will’s sister had been drinking.
“Why?” I murmured. “Why now? She’s been off it for months.”
Will’s face had tightened into the expression of frozen distress that I knew so well and dreaded. “I’ll deal,” I said. “You go and check on your papers. Otherwise you won’t get any sleep.” I pushed him gently in the direction of the study. “Go.”
I went down the passage that ran the width of the house and waited a moment or two at her door. The noises had stopped.
“Sacha?”
“Upstairs, Fanny.”
I found him in Meg’s bedroom, manhandling his mother’s inert body onto the bed, and hastened to help. Meg was hunched on her side. I smoothed her hair back from her forehead. She was as fair as I was dark, and much smaller boned. “Has she had a lot?”
Sacha arranged her legs into a more comfortable position. “I’m not quite sure.” He added with an effort, “Sorry.”
“It’s not your fault.” I bent down to retrieve a whiskey bottle from the floor. It was still three-quarters full. “I don’t think she’s had that much . . .”
“But enough.”
“She’s been brilliant lately, and didn’t touch a drop while you were away.” Sacha’s nu-metal band was struggling to get off the ground, and he was frequently away traveling the circuit.
He flinched and I could have kicked myself. “It isn’t you. It isn’t you coming back. . . . It’s the time of year, or an unexpected bill or—”
“She rang my father today. He wants to renegotiate the alimony. That’s probably it.”
“Yes. That’s it.” Meg had never got over Rob walking out on her when Sacha was tiny. “Talking to your father is always tricky for her.”
“I know,” he said. He spoke far too wearily for a twenty-four-year-old. I slid my arms around my surrogate son. He smelled so clean. He always did, however many smoky, drink-filled places he’d worked in. “Don’t despair.”
“I don’t,” he lied.
“Shall I sit with her?”
Sacha propelled me toward the door. This was between him and his mother and, now that he was older, he tried to keep it that way—because it was so terrible and so intimate.
I turned to look at him. “It was only once, remember,” I said. “There’s been months and months of nothing.”
In Meg’s kitchen, her lost battle was marked out by a trail of half-empty coffee cups. The one by the phone was still full, and signaled the moment of defeat. “I hate you for knowing when to stop,” she had once told me.
I harvested the cups and washed them up, scrubbing angrily at their brown, scummy rims. Through the window, I watched a vixen slide along the darkened flower bed. She was thinner than a London fox. They say that foxes are safest in the city, but I wonder if they are plagued by a genetic memory of the past. Do they miss the smell of corn in high summer, the crispness of frosted grass?
I left the mugs to drain and found Chloe slumped at the kitchen table beside a glass of apple juice. I bent over and kissed her. She smelled of shampoo and her soft cheeks were slippery with face cream.
She rubbed her eyes. “Couldn’t really sleep,” she said. “Is Aunt Meg OK?”
I trod warily. Will and I had been clever enough to hide the worst of Meg’s excesses from our daughter. Chloe was still too young to be told the absolute truth, but too old to be lied to. “Fine.”
She looked anxious and a little bewildered. With her fair hair and dark eyes, she was a smaller, infinitely more delicate version of Will. One day she would be beautiful and that promise gave me deep, unqualified pleasure. “Did you and Dad enjoy the play?”
“It was brilliant; we had a lovely evening.”
She polished off the apple juice. “It’s nice that you two went out together.”
“Did you do all your homework?”
She shrugged irritably. “Brigitte stood guard and I told her to get lost . . . but I did it.”
Brigitte was our temporary au pair-cum-housekeeper, who took her duties very seriously.
“Tea?”
She shook her head.
“Bed, then.” I pulled her to her feet, hustled her upstairs and settled her. I hunkered down beside her and whispered, “Everything’s fine.”
Chloe closed her eyes. “Do I really have to go to Pearl Veriker’s funeral tomorrow?”
“Dad says we must. No argument.”
“It’s not fair,” Chloe hissed. “Just because you have to do all these ghastly things, you make me as well.”
“Go to sleep.”
I hovered for a minute or two outside her room. Poor Chloe. She would learn that every shared life, every separate life, has bloodstained patches and tattered remnants of compromise. Sometimes, too, the dull ache of small martyrdom.
Will was already in bed and I slid in beside him. “Chloe woke up. I’ve tucked her back in.”
“Good.” He hesitated. “Is she . . . is Meg all right?”
“Sleeping.”
“What triggered her off do you think?”
I thought about it. “She and Rob talked on the phone about money, but I suspect that it had something to do with our anniversary.”
Our conversation went round and round on the subject of Meg. As it always did. Will scratched his head. “I would give much to think that Meg was happy and sorted out.” He turned to me. “She has a lot to thank you for, Fanny. So do I.”
My feelings for Meg could be ambivalent, but being thanked by Will was sweet.
He stirred restlessly. “What do you think is best, Fanny?” he said. “Do you think we should arrange more help for her? Could you manage to do that?”
“I could, but it might be better if you could talk to her. Maybe she needs a bit of your attention.”
He thought about this. “I haven’t got the time at the moment. But I will when I can. I promise.”
I used to dream of a big, generous, blowsy household where children rustled and murmured in the bedrooms—two, three, even four of them. And every night, I would do the rounds. “This is Millie,” I would say, smoothing fair tangles away from her face. “This is Arthur,” removing the thumb from his mouth. “And this . . . this one is Jamie, the terror.”
But it had not happened that way. After Chloe there were no more babies. My body pulled and strained to obey my longings, but it could not do what I asked of it. Sometimes they haunt me, my nonchildren—those warm, sleeping, rosy bodies, the children-who-never-were—and I listen out for them playing under the eaves.
“I don’t mind,” Will said to me once. “We have Chloe, that’s enough. We look after her. I look after you. You look after me, Fanny. Be content, please.”
“Don’t you mind at all?” I asked.
He touched my cheek. “I mind for you. I mind anything that hurts you.”
Yet, as it turned out, my household was full, and we had been happy. First Chloe was born, and I was catapulted into the terror and mystery and exultation of a love that would never die. Then Meg came to live with us; Sacha too, after his sixteenth birthday. The au pairs came and went; the party workers slipped in and out, each leaving a ghostly imprint on the atmosphere, their rustles and murmurs dissolving into the general murmur of life.

Chapter 2
Bearing a tray with a breakfast of mashed banana, toast and tea, I knocked on Meg’s bedroom door. There was a muttered “Come in.”
The room stank of whiskey. Meg was lying on her side, and I drew back the curtains.
She flung an arm across her eyes. “I suppose yet another apology is needed.”
“Only if you wish.”
“I don’t.” She struggled upright.
I handed her a cup of tea. “Get that down you.”
Between mouthfuls, she asked, “Is Sacha OK?”
“He kept watch. He’s probably asleep.”
Meg gave a wry smile. “Sacha says he writes his songs late at night. He says his mind is more receptive and fertile then.”
“Does he?” I knew what Sacha meant. When I was feeding Chloe as a baby, those small hours of the night provided strange, heightened interludes where, the baby at my breast, I was free from busyness, and at liberty to grope my way toward some sort of clarity and knowledge.
“Why do I do it to him, Fanny?”
It was not the first time Meg had asked the question; nor, if both of us were honest, was it likely to be the last. I followed the uneven progress of the cup to her lips. “Would you like more help? We can organize it.”
She cut me off. “Nope. Done it. It’s up to me now. Battered, unreliable old me.”
“Please don’t, Meg.”
“Don’t worry,” she said quickly. “It won’t happen again.”
I sat down at the end of the bed. “What about Sacha and Will?”
She grimaced.
“Shouldn’t be drinking tea on an empty stomach. It doesn’t like it.” I cut the toast into squares and handed her one.
Meg edged the cup onto the bedside table. “So many people to fuss and worry over, Fanny. It must positively warm your heart.”
“Stop it.”
“Sorry, didn’t mean it.”
At times like this, Meg took pleasure in driving me, or whoever was coping with her, to the edge, but we both knew the boundaries of our coexistence. Meg wanted love and a place in the family. Like Will with his passion to change the world for the better, I wanted to help, and somehow, muddling along, we had managed to keep a balance.
She looked up and said softly, “I’m a good cause, the kind you like. The best, because I’m unredeemable. So none of you can blame yourselves when the worst happens.” She dropped the half-eaten toast back on the plate. “Go away, Fanny. Go and be busy and keep everything in order.”
I removed the tray from her lap. “Rob rang this morning.”
“So? I talked to him yesterday.”
“He forgot to remind you that it’s Sacha’s birthday at the weekend. He wanted to know what you were doing about it.”
Meg buried her face in her hands. “What have I done?”
I bent down, picked up her discarded sweater and trousers and placed them on the chair. “Will and I are busy today. We’ll see you later.”
“It’s all Rob’s fault,” she muttered. “If he’d stayed married to me, I might have got through.”
At my wits’ end, I whirled round. “Meg, you drove him to it. He fell in love with Tania out of exhaustion.”
“I’m sick,” she said flatly. “He should have tried harder. You shouldn’t give up on sick people.”
“Have I ever given up on you?” I asked.
“You’ve wanted to. Be honest.”
We stared at each other. Meg was the first to drop her gaze but only because she knew she was the victor. She knew she had made it impossible for me to walk out of the room.
I drew up a chair, manipulated the banana onto the spoon and handed it to her. “Eat.”
A smile hovered at the corner of her mouth, but her eyes darted toward the whiskey bottle in the wastepaper basket before she parted her lips.
Meg and Will’s parents killed themselves in a spectacular car crash. The tangle of wreckage made it almost impossible to say who had been driving but, in some respects, it was irrelevant. Both were alcoholics, and the blood tests indicated that neither of them should have been at the wheel.
The children were cared for by grandparents too aged to cope. Four years older than Will, Meg had ended up cooking, cleaning, protecting and directing. She teased out Will’s halting French verbs, wrestled with his algebra and, by the time he left home to train as a barrister, had forgotten about herself. “It was as if there was a vacuum inside me, sucking up the person that was me,” she confided, soon after she moved in with us, “and I could only fill it one way.”
When she married Rob, another barrister, the drinking had been sly, furtive, but apparently under control. After Sacha was born, and the strains of marriage to a busy man became clear, Meg began to slip. Eventually, Rob said he could no longer live with her. Then he informed her he’d found someone else who would look after him and Sacha properly.
“It was the ‘properly’ that really hurt,” said Meg.
“Meg became my mother and my father,” Will said, when he asked me if she could come and live with us. “She gave up everything to make sure that I was all right.”
He raked his fingers through his hair in the way that both amused me and made my stomach flutter. Any mention of his early life always made Will go still and quiet and he did now. I remember cupping his face between my hands. “You’re with me,” I reminded him and watched the dark eyes warm into life under my touch.
An hour later, all three of us were in the car on the way to Pearl Veriker’s funeral.
We were a little late and Will drove fast. “You are very quiet. Are you all right?”
Chloe was sitting in the back, picking at the cuticles of her left hand, which, at the last count, sported five silver rings, including the thumb ring that Sacha had brought back from his last gig up north. “Mum’s cross with Aunt Meg,” she said.
“Not cross,” I said.
“Could you cheer up then?”
Chloe fiddled with her seat belt. “Why did you make me come, Dad? It’s ridiculous.”
“Chloe, I’m talking to your mother, or trying to. Is there a problem, Fanny?”
When I married Will, I was too young to know how the little evasions and dishonesties shore up the everyday. Our partnership was to have been a translucent stream into which we would both gaze and from which we would both draw nourishment. This had been the blueprint, but I had no idea that casting my net into that sparkling water would also yield . . . not the plump, pink-fleshed truth but a shoal of tiny white lies and, occasionally, a sharp-fanged black one.
“I’m fine,” I said.
“Good,” said Will. “I have a favor to ask. Could you sit in on the next two Saturday surgeries? The Diary Secretary has double booked.”
I closed my eyes. My Saturday morning would be spent listening, on Will’s behalf, to small histories of everyday injustice—hospital negligence, an intolerable neighbor, an erroneous gas bill.
“Can you, Fanny?”
I opened my eyes. “Of course.”
Will parked the car in front of the church, and Chloe groaned theatrically.
Pearl Veriker had been chairman of the party association and, in the early days, had been the bane of my life. Her coffin must have been heavy, for the undertakers had difficulty maneuvering it down the aisle. An arrangement of red roses and green euphorbia rested on its top, and the vicar was robed in gold and white. Pearl, a born bully, was going to meet her Maker in a suitably colorful manner.
I sat between Chloe on one side, who continued to pick at her cuticles in a mutinous fashion, and Matt Smith on the other. Matt Smith was the new Chairman of the Association, and sported degrees from Warwick and Harvard University and a lot of experience in think tanks. He dressed in linen suits, collarless shirts and lace-up boots and talked about shifting voting patterns and focus groups. He was, he maintained, a professional.
Above the altar there was a stained-glass window of a procession of pilgrims making for a distant Paradise. The halos that hovered above a couple of the men suggested that they had already made it to sainthood. Others, women, had long since given up hope of reaching the final destination. I had sat in the church many times. As a bride, I had liked the bold-looking knight who led from the front. Now I preferred the tiny dog that lagged behind the nun. But I worried about all of them. The mother in me knew they would need some clean clothes, a pillow and a milky good-night drink.
My hat, large brimmed, black and not too witty—purchased in Harrods especially for these occasions—was a little tight. “Darling, your head has swelled from all the praise,” Will had said as I struggled to put it on before leaving the house.
He had been taken aback when, not knowing quite why, I turned on him and blazed, “I’ve earned it, Will.”
He’d backtracked fast. “Yes. Of course you have.”
Aware that I was being scrutinized, I adjusted the brim, which brought my view of the opposite pew into better focus. It was part of my function to be scrutinized, and I had chosen my outfit with care: a slim-fitting black suit that did not shriek extravagance, modestly heeled shoes, and a warm, friendly lipstick. The effect was smart, clever (but not too clever), and spoke of a woman of confidence and conviction who had been broken in to the job. A Good Wife. I knew this because it had taken several attempts, and not a few discarded outfits, to get it right.
Will nudged me to attention. It was kindly and affectionately, rather than imperiously, meant. We functioned on nudges, my husband and I, little jabbing reminders of our duty, our tasks, our partnership. In the early days, I gave the nudges, too. Now, for various reasons, I was more of a nudgee—but I reckoned that, in time, that would change too.
I let my hand rest against his thigh, knowing that, with this subversive, suggestive touch, I would unsettle him.
The congregation sang, “I Vow to Thee My Country,” and Will delivered a graceful address. I listened with only half an ear. The private secretary had previously rung me and asked for my contribution. “She had a great heart,” I suggested, for in the end I had grown fond of her.
“Fanny,” Will commented later. “Was that quite the right term?”
Again, I had turned on him without warning: “Don’t say anything more, Will . . .”
He did as he was asked but he was a little bewildered, a little rattled.
After the service, Chloe vanished—to meet Sacha, I suspected, for the cousins shared an affinity and they craved nothing so much as each other’s company. Thick as thieves, said Meg. Will and I went home, and Mannochie came, too. This was normal. Along with everyone else, Will’s agent had been absorbed—somehow—into the running of our household. “He’s your real wife,” I joked with Will, more than once.
I went upstairs to change, paused on the landing and leaned on the window sill. Like many things, the view out of the faux Gothic window had changed since we first moved into the house. One of the two fields we overlooked had been sold for development and was now home to twenty four-bedroom houses. The second field had survived for the time being, and the rooks still cawed and swirled above the clump of beeches.
Occasionally, we were invited into other homes where interior decoration was taken more seriously than in ours, houses that provided the frames for rich, rare materials that breathed expense, with walls that gleamed with authentic paints. Ours was plain, straightforward fare, a last-minute stab at Victorian Gothic, ugly in places, painted in colors from the local hardware store. It was utilitarian and solid; I had never loved it, never sought to pretty it up or to make it smart. We jogged along, the house and I.
The one exception was our bedroom, which I had taken pains to make as fresh and elegant as possible. I wanted it to be the place where Will and I felt entirely at ease, which gave us pleasure to be in—the place where we could shed the busyness and preoccupations of the day and make contact after our absences.
I sat down at the dressing table and brushed out my hair, flattened from the hat. Increasingly, the mirror recorded the evidence of forty years (plus a little bit more), but that did not depress me too much. I wanted to feel that I had lived fully and, if I was lucky, to have found a certain grace. I leaned forward and inspected my face. The eyelashes were fine.
On the way out, I pulled the bedspread straight. It was especially lovely—a traditional American quilt, sent by my mother, Sally, it was aged and faded but still exquisitely stitched, and never failed to delight.
Downstairs in the kitchen, Mannochie was making a pot of tea and Will was talking on the phone. By now Mannochie felt he was one of the family so it was no surprise when he offered me cake from my own tin. “Brigitte made it especially for you two,” I said. I cut two slices and dropped the knife into the sink, well out of reach. Otherwise, I would have given in to temptation and had some, too. And a girl, no a woman, had to watch her figure. I watched Mannochie bite into it and imagined how the sugary crumbs would dissolve on his tongue.
“How’s your son?” I asked, which I knew would please him.
Mannochie failed to suppress a smile. “Turning out to be quite a gymnast. And the fastest runner in the school.”
Information on the Mannochie home life was not often released, even after an unexpectedly late marriage, which had produced a pale, thoughtful child who fetched up from time to time at the house to be fed fish fingers at the kitchen table.
Will put down the phone and discussed Matt Smith. We agreed that Matt was a very different kettle of fish from Pearl, who had been from the old school.
“He’s keen on putting forward women and minorities,” offered Mannochie.
I looked at Will. “You’d better watch it.”
Will sent me another of his private signals—a tiny lift of the eyebrows—that meant: “Share the joke.” Or “You’re right.” Or “Thank you.” Or sometimes all three.
It was eight o’clock on Monday morning and downstairs line two, the line reserved for constituents, was buzzing. This was not unusual.
“You answer.” Will’s voice was thick with sleep. He hunched over in the bed and dragged the duvet round his shoulders. Go away, world. He did that rather well.
I had pulled on my jeans but not yet reached the sweater stage. The morning chill brushed my cheeks as I padded downstairs. Many things were required of me but dealing with a constituent before I was dressed was not top of my list of enthusiasms.
“Mrs. Savage . . .” The voice was familiar.
“Hallo, Mr. Tucker. Where are you phoning from?”
“From number-nine heaven.”
Mr. Tucker changed his location according to which medication he had been taking. “Mr. Tucker, are you alone?”
“You’re never alone, Mrs. Savage. I want to complain about the lack of angels in Stanwinton.”
This seemed a rather admirable complaint. “Do you remember, Mr. Tucker? We dealt with that one last week.”
Voices in the background urged Mr. Tucker to put down the phone and come along. “Good-bye, Mr. Tucker. It was nice to talk to you.”
Mr. Tucker resided on a planet of his own but, as Will pointed out, a vote was a vote. “You mean, the staff taking care of Mr. Tucker will vote for you,” I said. “ ‘That nice man Mr. Savage . . . never too busy.’ ”
“Exactly. Anyway, an MP should listen to the dotty as well as the sane.”
“I thought you only had to do that when Parliament’s in session,” I said.
Cleaning materials were strewn all over the hall floor, which indicated that Maleeka was already in. Maleeka was my angel and my savior, and other wives—especially my friends—hated me for her. You can envy another woman’s beauty or her mind, but you only truly hate her if her house is clean and shining. Of distant Arab extraction—hence her name—Maleeka was a Bosnian refugee whose husband had been left behind to fight, and she had fetched up in Will’s surgery begging for work. Will sent her on to me. “Mrs. Savage, I have two daughters and four grandchildrens to make food for,” she said. What could I say except here was someone who really needed my help?
During the first week of her regime, she smashed two china figurines and dropped bleach onto the landing carpet. The navy blue pile now sported three almost perfect white circles. “Look on them as symbols of our commitment,” I told Will who had been a little slow to appreciate the point.
Yet if dust, disorder and mess flickered through the rooms of the house and had to be routed on a regular basis, Maleeka maintained a firm perspective on the family chaos. “Izt safe here,” she said. “Izt good.”
I picked my way through a flotsam of bleach, polish and dusters and tracked their source to the kitchen, where she was kneeling with her head in the oven—a position not a few wives have, from time to time, considered. “Izt bad, Mrs. Savage.” Her voice was muffled. “Very bad.”
She meant the oven but the remark had a general application.
I boiled the kettle and made some toast. “Come and eat, Maleeka.” I knew she went short of food so the rest of the family had enough. Tengo famiglia, as Alfredo, my Italian father, would say. “Hold the family safe, Francesca. We may be sinners and failures but that is one thing that we must do.” On that point, Maleeka and my father were perfectly matched.
She was on her third piece of toast when Will appeared, followed by a cross and late Chloe.
“Dad, could you give me a lift?”
He glanced at his watch and Chloe said: “Oh, don’t bother,” and slammed out of the back door and ran for the school bus.
“She could have said good-bye.” Will looked hurt. “And she’s had no breakfast.”
“It’s all right. I put a yogurt in her bag.”
However late we had been to bed, Will always managed to look freshly minted and ready. It was one of his infuriating characteristics. Maleeka crammed the remainder of the toast into her mouth and leaped to her feet. “Mornings Mr. Savage. I get on.”
After breakfast, Will and I did a check on our diaries. “Can you make drinks for the European and Commonwealth finance ministers on the seventeenth? And dinner for the same lot on the twenty-first of July?”
“I’ve got a homeless persons meeting on the morning of the seventeenth. But if the traffic is OK, I’ll make a dash for it.”
Will tried not to smile. “Don’t be nasty. Will you be sure to chat up Antonio Pasquale? Use your dazzling Italian. I need to make sure that he’s on board. But you will go carefully?”
“Will, look at me. What do you see?”
He leaned over and cupped my chin with a hand. “You, of course.” He wore his busy-busy expression but his eyes were soft and, as usual, I melted.
What did I see? His hair was shorter now than it had been when I’d first met him, but he had a much better haircut. His jaw line was rather tauter than his waistline these days . . . but no, I won’t go into that. And those dark eyes still lit up, from time to time, with a combination of idealism and the hint of vulnerability that he was careful to show only to those he loved.
Not bad, I thought appreciatively. Over the years Will had shed a certain innocence. But so had I—so had everyone. We were warier, more realistic, pathetically grateful for the small triumphs of a policy implemented, a constituent satisfied. We knew our limitations better—oh, much, much better. We knew, too, for we had discussed it, that as that innocence slipped away, personal ambition had grown in direct proportion.
“How long have I been here for you?”
He had the grace to look disconcerted. “I just have to be sure. We can’t afford any wobbles. Otherwise we get dumped on.”
He meant the press. Not for the first time, I thought how curious it was that treachery and dissent were longer lasting in their effects than loyalty . . . or fidelity.
No, scrub that. The last thought caught me unawares, which it did from time to time, but I had learned to live with it.
“Trust me,” he said.
“Should I?”
He yawned theatrically. “Am I being pompous?”
In politics, or anywhere where power was the prize, it was hard to keep the layers of oneself glued together, and it was hard not to run with the hares. I understood that perfectly.
He got to his feet. “For goodness’ sake drive a pin into me if I get fat, boring or pompous.” He looked briefly appalled. “On second thought, perhaps you’d better not.”
“Would it be that easy to burst the bubble?”
He bent over and whispered, “Only you know the answer to that.”
Outside in the drive, the ministerial car nosed to a halt with a discreet toot of the horn. Will shoved his papers into his briefcase. “See you Friday.”
I sat quite still. Will’s hand pressed into my shoulder. “Fanny . . . the question of Meg.”
“Is she a question?”
Meg had never been a question. She had always been a fact. A hard fact that sat at the center of our marriage.
The pressure on my shoulder became almost intolerable. “No,” he replied. “No, she isn’t.”
I went upstairs to our bedroom, which smelled unaired and threw open the window. A man in a bright orange jacket was walking up the road. He looked neither sad nor happy. Just indifferent.
I realized that’s how I felt.
I made the bed and pulled my mother’s quilt over it. With a forefinger, I traced the tree hung with red cherry blossoms. One of its flower bracts had been unevenly sewn and I often wondered why. Had it been a gesture of rebellion, misery or that same indifference?
Will’s clothes from the previous week were stacked on the chair and I set about sorting them. Nowadays, his ties were made of silk and his shirts were soft and expensive. I sat down on the bed to remove the battens from the collars and buried my face in the material. It smelled of Will, the Will I had always loved.
“Fanny, are you there?” Without knocking, Brigitte stuck her head around the door.
Guiltily, I dropped the shirt. Although she was only a temporary feature of the Savage household (I had employed her to help out for a couple of months during the summer), I was thoroughly in awe of Brigitte who came from deepest Austria and was a fully paid-up member of the Green Party.
“The shopping list, Fanny, I cannot find it.”
“Of course.” I reached for the notebook that was always beside my bed, tore off the top page and handed it to her.
Brigitte scanned it. “You forgot the polish. I don’t forget. Or the bread.” She gestured with her large, capable hands in a way that expressed her determination to ensure that the Savage ménage remained provisioned. “I’ll take the laundry.”
She brushed past me, swept up the clothes and marched downstairs, where the sound of raised voices indicated a brief territorial squabble with Maleeka.
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