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Praise for The Promise of Happiness 

‘Cartwright has been gaining a formidable literary reputation, and each new book has only added to it. This one is a special treat: as entertaining as it is thought-provoking. It confirms his status as one of our foremost novelists’

 Daily Mail



‘Justin Cartwright is one of our best novelists’

Daily Telegraph



‘A balanced and ultimately heart-warming portrayal of a family struggling to cope with the disintegration of established certainties. It is a funny, moving and powerful story and deserves wide acclaim’

Economist



‘Justin Cartwright, always a sophisticated noticer of contemporary quirks and manners, produced in The Promise of Happiness a sharp and sometimes fond picture of present-day Englishness as exhibited by a family whose members are scattered across the map from trendy haunts in Hoxton to a Betjeman-esque village in Cornwall’

Peter Kemp, Sunday Times



‘A compelling, complex, layered novel, this was a sophisticated literary treat’ Independent on Sunday Books of the Year ‘This brilliant, moving novel by Justin Cartwright follows Tolstoy’s dictum that while all happy families are alike, an unhappy family is unhappy after its own fashion . . . This haunting novel of English family life underlines our basic human hunger for happiness’



Literary Review



‘The pleasure of Cartwright’s writing lies in its deft observation. It is a richly enjoyable addition to a growingly impressive oeuvre’

Financial Times



‘A novel that will strike a chord with anyone who has ever pondered the invisible hoops that bind families together’

Mail on Sunday Books of the Year



‘His flowing back and forth across the generation divide covers swaths of emotional terrain, many passages bearing such a surfeit of wisdom and resonance that one wants immediately to clip them out and stick them on the wall’

The Times



‘One of Cartwright’s greatest strengths as a novelist  – and he is a traditional novelist of the highest order – is his ability to present us with characters who are lifelike and convincing . . . This is a novel very much of our time and for our time . . . I doubt if there is a better English novelist of his generation’

Scotsman



‘Love and pain are rarely far apart in The Promise of Happiness by Justin Cartwright . . . a multi-layered and moving analysis of family dynamics’

InStyle



‘Cartwright is a brilliant stylist of the emotions – classic, yet contemporary. *****’

Eve



‘Cartwright is beautifully in tune with the minutiae of hope, disappointment and curious love affairs within all the family histories in this excellent, enveloping novel – and his emotional intelligence is a joy to read’

Metro



‘A touching, beautifully observed novel written with precision and sympathy’

Spectator



‘It requires both thought and generosity to write plausibly about the gulf between age and youth, but Cartwright has the trick of it. This is a book that it is going to last’

Scotland on Sunday



‘A powerful story of five characters caught up in events beyond their control – his most powerful yet’

Woman and Home



‘If the world were a fair place then the new Justin Cartwright would be up there with the new Rushdie or Amis. It may be that he’s not flavour of the month because his is a quiet voice, composed and deeply elegiac. It’s put to stunning effect in The Promise of Happiness, a devastating portrayal of a shattered family’

Arena



‘A subtle, sensitive and highly involving piece’

Big Issue



‘An unfl inching but generous portrait of modern family life’ Hephzibah Anderson, Daily Mail



‘The Promise of Happiness is an elegant book, stuffed full … his true genius lies in the painfully familiar characters he’s created. You’ll recognize them all, at fi rst with a shiver. But with Cartwright’s prose to guide you, by the end you’ll have grown to love them’

Zembla



‘Another beautifully written book from Cartwright . . . Switching between characters, the author picks out the details that separate generations: language, manners, possessions. He succeeds in portraying love in all its forms in this most accomplished tale’

Good Book Guide



‘Hugely enjoyable – a sorrowful portrait of a rapidly changing England’

Sunday Times



‘The Promise of Happiness favours a broad canvas and the sort of robust, technically dazzling realist writing we’ve come to associate with American ‘family novels’ like The Corrections and, especially, Philip Roth’s magisterial elegy for innocence American Pastoral . . . With its devastating breadth of empathy, The Promise of Happiness is even better than White Lightening ’

Time Out



‘Cartwright gradually reveals a family struggling with conflicting feelings’

Waterstone’s Books Quarterly



‘Hilarious, despairing, rapier-sharp’

Publishers Weekly



‘Like Jonathan Franzen, with whom he has been compared, Cartwright writes pitch-perfect dialog, inhabits his female characters as fully as he does the male, and glares unflinchingly at contemporary life. He knowingly delineates the darkest traits of decent people; the vain, petty, and hateful things most people say only to themselves. His characters are nonetheless endearing and his intricate, nuanced portrayals of family relationships astoundingly good’

Library Journal
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For Penny





I am the family face;

Flesh perishes, I live on,

Projecting trait and trace

Through times anon

And leaping from place to place

Over oblivion.

Thomas Hardy





When has happiness ever been the

subject of fiction?

John Updike





Prologue

A man of sixty-eight is standing on a Cornish beach, peeing on small molluscs.



A woman of sixty-four is trying to fillet a mackerel in a low, dark kitchen in a lime-washed and slate-roofed house.



A girl of twenty-three is standing on the set of a commercial in a studio in Shepperton, near London.



A man of twenty-eight is hiring a car from Alamo Rentals, in Buffalo-Niagara, New York State.



A woman of thirty-two is sitting on her bed, her things packed, in the Federal Correctional Facility, Loon Lake, New York State.



These are all the Judds, previously of London N1, now scattered, but, like leaves caught in a vortex of wind, about to be gathered up.





Chapter One

Charles Judd has walked on the beach almost every day for the last four years. When it is cold – it’s early spring, but freezing – he needs to pee more often than is natural. Away from the house, where Daphne is heroically trying to cook something fishy from Rick Stein’s cookbook, he often pees in the open. There’s nobody around, and it reassures him that when he’s out of the house he can pee freely. There’s none of that gush of youth, of course, and he has to be careful of the wind direction, but still he feels calmed. When he was a young man, peeing imperiously into the urinals at Fox and Jewell, he used to direct a strong stream at the cigarette butts or the blue cakes of deodorant that lay on little rubber mats. This deodorant had an unnatural glitter, and released an unnatural smell of pine. Why do deodorants smell worse than the odours they are disguising? Minicab drivers in London always make their cars stink of resin, issuing from little Christmas-tree things swinging from the rear-view mirror. When he used to send the company car to be washed, he told the fleet manager, Arnie Prince, to ask them not to wipe it down or spray it with Fruits of the Forest or Bavarian Conifer or whatever it was. But it always came back stinking: What canyer do, Mr Judd, they’re Nigerians. I’ll try sending a runner wif a cleft stick next time. Arnie Prince was a card.

   At this time of year at the beach the scents are deeply marine. The air itself is loaded with fishiness and iodine and dislocated mussels. He sees a fishing boat coming in over Doom Bar, trailed by freeloading seagulls. The sight still stirs him: that the basics of fishing haven’t changed; that the fish lie in the boxes lustrous and dying; that the fishermen throw nets over the side. But he knows that the sight of the dumpy little boats coming up the Camel Estuary doesn’t stir him quite as deeply as it used to when they first came down here. He tries to imagine the last breath he will take and the last view he will take in. (Although you don’t ‘take in’ views in the way he had once imagined: science has shown that the brain assembles the images according to its own plan and that you have no control.)

   No, his last view is not going to be of The Maid of Padstow or The Cornish Princess butting up the estuary. He is trying to avoid these thoughts, which suggest the death of hope. He remembers with a pang the last uninhibited fuck he had with a young woman – she was a trainee at Fox and Jewel – and for a few weeks they had fucked blithely in the office after hours. He was so happy, and so was she.

   ‘You love this, don’t you?’ he said.

   ‘Yes, with you.’

   ‘Come on, you love it anyway.’

   ‘It’s true, I love fucking,’ she said, ‘but I’ve got a steady boyfriend, you know.’

   He knew. That was twenty-three years ago. He walks up the path through the dunes across the tenth hole of the golf course, towards the church, which had once been buried in sand. A squall is coming in off the estuary and he shelters under the lychgate. The church still has a half-excavated look, as though they had dug it out of the advancing sand dunes only sufficiently to let the congregation in the door and some light in the windows. He goes to church occasionally, because Daphne is on the flower roster and helps with fund-raising. He once took charge of a donkey at the church fête. The donkey took off at a fast, determined scuttle and he had run along beside it holding on to a screaming child. When the donkey tried to duck under a barrier he had pulled the child off just in time. Daphne was horrified: God, you’re useless. You’re embarrassing. All you were asked to do was lead a donkey and you turn it into a Wild West drama. It was true that he had tried to liven things up by making the donkey trot, but the bony, dusty, fundamentalist, biblical creature took umbrage. (People don’t use phrases like ‘take umbrage’ any more.) The child’s parents had taken umbrage too: You fucking near killed her, you wanker, said a short, pot-bellied man in a West Country accent. No good protesting, because it was true that anything could have happened if he hadn’t just managed to snatch the child off the donkey’s back before it ducked under the barrier. Donkeys are intractable, highly unsuitable for children. Jesus rode a donkey. Appropriate transport for a humble man. And maybe Jesus didn’t try to make it trot. Last spring they were going to Jerusalem on a Holy Land tour with Cox and Kings, but the situation in Israel had deteriorated. They got the deposit back. Perhaps they would go when things calmed down.

   As he stands under the lychgate he sees the little boat battling its way towards Bray Hill, following the channel, which at low tide is nothing more than the river bed, a dark thread in the water, a bit like the thread they take out of the lobsters from the fish market. In the beginning they used to congratulate themselves: Look, we’re eating lobster once or twice a week. Some foods seem to confer status on the consumers, the way salmon did before it was farmed. Now salmon is cheap, slimy, and strangely mutant. And now they only have lobster when visitors come.



The rain is moving on; it goes in curtains, drawn along the estuary. There is a connection between all this water – the estuary, the scudding rain, the boat sending up a small frothy bow-wave – and his bladder. There’s no one about. As he pees he reads the gravestone:



John Betjeman



1906–1984





He doesn’t like the fancy-curlicued, arty script of the headstone. It seems to him to contain volumes of smugness; of taste; of self-congratulation. He walks across the thirteenth fairway, minutely faceted by the rain. You have to hit a pretty good shot to get up in two. Although he was flattered to be given membership so quickly – fast track – he has been staying away from the clubhouse itself since Ju-Ju was arrested.

   Their house, Curlew’s End – ‘Which end?’ said Clem – stands between the golf course and a lane that leads down to the bay. It is double-storeyed, white-pebble-dashed and slate-roofed, built in 1928 for holiday-makers. The garden is half rabbit pasture, which he mows sitting on a Hayter 13/40 tractor mower. He never told Daphne that it cost nearly two thousand pounds not including the optional disk which prevents crankshaft buckling. He has become quite adept at zipping around the meadow, the two-stroke Stratton engine hammering away, until he stops to empty the rear grass collector. Over by the hydrangeas – the only flowers that truly love life by the sea – he has a compost heap. It is protected by a dry-stone wall and some yew trees, which lean away from the wind. They don’t bend at all and yet they appear to be fastidious, trying to distance themselves from something unpleasant. In this way they are very English, he thinks.

   But then so am I, and increasingly ridiculous.

   The compost is used in the more sheltered part of the garden behind the house, where they have a proper lawn and some flowers, presided over – patronised even – by more hydrangeas. Here he tries to enrich the sandy, thyme-bound soil. As he mows in summer he inhales the scents of grass and thyme voluptuously. The Hayter has six settings and cuts this lawn – the proper lawn – very close. But he has lost his early enthusiasm for jumping on to the driving seat and he has allowed the first rule of lawn-mowing, little but often, to lapse. The rabbits help by nibbling assiduously. At first he had tried to control them, but they live in a bramble jungle between Curlew’s End and the golf course, so thick and impenetrable that he began to see them as the Vietcong of this little set-up. He concentrates now on keeping them away from the flowers and the shrubs, using netting that makes the garden look like a small concentration camp. The mower is in the garage for the winter.

   I must get another dog. The last one – a dachshund – fell over a cliff in full cry.

   Now he can see the light in the kitchen and the outline of Daphne moving about. He pauses to watch her and in that instant he sees not only her but himself yoked in ghostly outline to her.

   By what paths have we arrived here, beside the sea?

   As she pauses to catch Rick Stein’s drift, her head bowed for a moment, her self – her thickening body, which is beginning, like the yew trees, to take on a defensive posture – is stalled for a moment. He can’t see her face – she is silhouetted – but he knows that she will be frowning fiercely at the page. She hates cooking, but she resolved to master it when they moved here. She felt that she should make a pact with seafood – crabs, lobsters, sea bass, mussels et cetera. It would indicate her commitment to the new life on the seashore, to an active retirement. He has never used the word ‘retirement’. To her this cooking could be evidence of a new closeness between them. Maybe she thinks they are living off the land in some way, he a hunter-gatherer, she tending the flame. To him, retirement sounds like the first word of his epitaph: retired, withdrawn from life, in preparation for the long sleep to come, the retreat back into the inorganic world, under a few feet of thyme-infused turf, like Betjeman. Like Betj.

   As he looks at Daphne, now chopping something, he sees for a moment Ju-Ju. It is unfair on Daphne that Ju-Ju is taller and more graceful, but still there’s something in the quick positive movement of Daphne’s head that reminds him painfully of Ju-Ju. Once Daphne said to him, ‘She’s the love of your life.’ And he said, ‘It’s just fathers and daughters,’ dismissively. But it was true that he loved Ju-Ju, and it was a physical passion. Sometimes when he was lonely he longed to sleep next to her as he had done when she was a child, although he had never allowed himself to think of her having sex with anyone, least of all himself.

   Coming down here, leaving London, was a mistake. And yet whenever he goes to London he sees something repulsive: on the tube with Charlie, he saw opposite them a boy and a girl, with studs in their lips and tongues and ears, kissing. The girl – probably a drug addict – looked about twelve; she was wearing mittens of rainbow colours and her pale, paper-thin skin was sooted around the eyes. (He can remember chimney sweeps and the smell of soot.) As these children kissed, smiling narcotically, he thought of those magnets he had had at school, which produced a sort of metallic skating between sheets of paper, or made a haystack out of paper clips. Their tongues might become stuck together. Charlie, ever sensitive, said, ‘It’s nothing, Dad, it’s nothing,’ when he had sighed, probably loudly. What did he mean? And this is something he has realised about families, that they have idealised expectations of each other. On the one hand more allowances are made, but also more is demanded. There seems to me a sort of Koranic law inside the family, no matter what chaos and madness and laxity rules outside the house. Charlie was really trying to say, ‘Lighten up, Dad, you don’t want to look like a cunt.’ Other members of the family want you to look good, because they share your flesh and blood. And it is true that we all have unrealistic expectations of our family: for example, he often wanted Daphne to be wittier and taller and more graceful because that was what he aspired to himself. At Fox and Jewell he had always been seen as urbane, with a light touch. The clients liked him.

   Now Daphne catches sight of him and waves. He opens the gate, the one that leads from the Vietcong maquis and the golf course, and crosses the lawn. Even after rain it is firm. In London the lawn was sodden and heavy. Their house looked over a patch of grass at a Victorian church that was always weeping, like those saints in Ireland, salts and dead rainwater. At the back door, which has its own lean-to atrium for tools and coats and sticks – where the deceased dog’s lead still hangs – he removes his coat. It’s a National Trust fleece, unobtrusively decorated with an acorn motif. He shakes the coat once, and then changes into his indoor shoes.

   ‘You’ve still got that hat on.’

   ‘Oh yes. What are you cooking?’

   ‘Rick Stein’s mackerel with gooseberry sauce.’

   ‘Sounds good.’

   ‘I’m struggling.’

   Four mackerel corpses lie on a board. Neither of them likes mackerel – oily, dark fish with tough raincoat skin – but Daphne feels obliged to buy them once in a while because they are plentiful, cheap and, so all the cookbooks say, nutritious, full of life-giving oils and omega fats. Perhaps she worries about his brain cells.

   ‘You have to remove the backbone and then sort of dust them with flour before lightly pan-frying them.’

   ‘Do you want me to help?’

   ‘Please. It says how to fillet them on page twenty-one, but  . . .

   He looks at the recipe. The picture shows the fish lying neatly on a plate, crisp, decorated with a small, casually composed salad of rocket, with a glistening mound of gooseberry sauce and a generous – not too refined – lemon wedge next to it.

   ‘I couldn’t get gooseberries but luckily we have a jar of lingonberries that we got in Sweden.’

   ‘That was six years ago.’

   ‘Do you think they will have gone off?’

   ‘Everything goes off.’

   He sharpens the knives and cuts off the heads and tries to remove the backbone. The flesh of the mackerel is bloody. When he finally pulls the backbone free, what’s left of the fish looks like a swab from an operating theatre.

   Daphne has opened the lingonberry sauce.

   ‘It’s a little crystallised around the top, but deep down it looks all right.’

   ‘Fine. Let’s have diced mackerel chunks with crystallised lingonberries and while we are at it why don’t we see if we can find those Italian artichokes in oil which we have been keeping since 1979 for a special occasion. We’ll just throw them casually around the plate, à la Rick –’

   ‘Charles. Please don’t.’

   He stares at her. His head is full, bulging from the inside against the walls.

   ‘Daphne, do you mind if I bin these fishy remains?’

   ‘You’re not cross, are you?’

   ‘No, why should I be? Shall we forget about mackerel for ever? We don’t like them and they make the place stink.’

   He slides the mackerel off the board and into the bin, and then he scrubs the board.

   ‘Charlie rang. He’s in Buffalo.’

   ‘Buffalo. Home of the Buffalo Bills.’

   ‘He said that they are going to take a few days in New York to get her things sorted out.’

   He takes his hat off, but as he does so he realises that it will be impregnated with fish oil, which, however healthful, will for ever remain in the fibres of the tweed to remind him of the day they forsook mackerel and his daughter was let out of prison.

   ‘How was your walk?’

   ‘It was fine. Rained a bit, but I took shelter.’

   Now they are standing in the kitchen, across the scrubbed table, a jar of encrusted lingonberry sauce separating them, but they both know there is a lot more, a sort of barely controllable turbulence.

   ‘What shall we eat?’

   ‘I could go to the fish and chips on my way back.’

   ‘All right.’

   ‘Chips?’

   ‘Small portion.’

   ‘OK. I’m off.’

   ‘Take your time. I’m on flowers.’

   He puts his scented hat back on and goes out into the vestibule. She can hear him fiddling about, looking for the keys, tying his shoes, sighing, before the door opens. For a moment she can hear seagulls. It’s like one of those radio shows they used to listen to as children, with comic sound effects when the doors opened. She was once told that they used coconut shells for the horses’ hooves. The clip clop, clip clop was in fact just half-coconuts banged down on a paving slab at the BBC.

   The mackerel are in the pedal bin and liable, as Charles said, to stink the place up, so she fastens the plastic bag and takes it outside to the real bin. Then she goes out of the front, down the lane – in summer a mass of cars wrestling politely – heading for the bay, and down towards the path to the church. She never goes out the back way through the brambles and across the golf course on her own. Charles will be on his way to the pub at Chapel Amble. For two years now he hasn’t gone to a pub around here. He can’t bear the thought that everyone knows Ju-Ju is in jail. It’s killing him. She went to the medium-security prison at Otisville twice and Loon Lake once: Charles didn’t go at all. He won’t discuss it, beyond saying, ‘I can’t do it.’ It’s killing him. His walks have become longer. He’s liable to go out at any time. She’s suggested another dog, perhaps something with more sense, like a Labrador. He’s always been a person who kept a lot back. In thirty-six years of marriage she’s never felt she knew him through and through. When Ju-Ju turned twenty-one she told her about the letter he had written her. He had never mentioned it. She begged Ju-Ju to show it to her: it was a wonderful letter, fifteen pages long, unmistakably a love letter. ‘Fathers and daughters,’ said Ju-Ju by way of explanation, and she saw that they shared a Masonic code. But that doesn’t explain his relative indifference to Sophie.

   The lane closes in just before the turn-off to St Enodoc. It’s wet and dark. Marriage is a strange thing. She takes comfort in this phrase, which many people use. Coming here has brought them closer, whatever Charles thinks. He believes that in some ways marriage has diminished him. As she crosses the fairway, she sees that the church, up above to the left, has a light on. She came to love the place when the children were small and they first came here on holiday. She went with the children to Betjeman readings and moth hunts on Bray Hill. She once tried to explain to Charles: I feel I belong here. Balls, he said. But he loved it too. He loved the coast path and the estuary. He used to swim, until one day Charlie had had to save him. He had suddenly panicked. It was a year after the take-over of Fox and Jewell, and six months after he was manoeuvred off the management committee. When Charlie came down the two of them would swim out and round the buoy with a bell on it. They had left it late that day and the tide was turning. Afterwards Charles had gone to bed for a few hours, shocked and cold, and humiliated that a skinny boy – Charlie was only eighteen then – had held his arm and calmed him down.

   The financial pages had described the take-over as a merger, but really Brown, Kaplan and Desoto had simply gobbled up Fox and Jewell. Charles had to share a secretary and the partners’ dining room, panelled with dull portraits, was used strictly for new business. He had been fond of his secretaries. Although they had never discussed it, she knew that he had nearly drowned because of the new management committee.

   John Betjeman’s association with the place has left a kind of patina, not visible to all. But it coats the village and the lane with warmth and order. Some of the bigger houses, more sheltered than theirs, have a look that – she thinks – only comes with centuries of what her mother called breeding. Although she tries hard, she knows that she doesn’t quite have the ability to make a house a home. Her mother often used that phrase and it irritated her, but now she is using it, albeit mutely. They lived in a succession of Army houses so that there was always the sense that it was pointless to put down roots, another of her mother’s excuses. Now she is trying to put down roots, but her children are scattered and her husband is distracted. At first he tackled the garden and practised his golf enthusiastically while she was taking cooking lessons at Rick Stein’s in Padstow. She enjoyed taking the ferry over every morning but she wasn’t any good at the cooking. The mackerel dish she tried to prepare looked pretty simple. There is something deeply alien about fish, whatever the cookbooks and pundits say. And the uglier, bonier and more unpleasant their habits, the more we are supposed to like them.

   As she walks towards the church, up the path that also leads to the tenth tee, the light is going. Out on the estuary the sea is smudged, as though the silver polish has just been applied and it is waiting for a final rub with a soft cloth. Which it won’t be getting. There is still some light in the sky, low over towards the railway bridge, and it is this which makes the light from inside the windows of the church so pale. There’s also a stained-glass window, which from here is opaque. She likes this puritan plainness. She goes through the lychgate, down the gravelled path, and to the porch where the flowers stand in a plastic bucket. At this time of year they have to phone Bodmin and they are delivered. You take what you can get. She brings them in.

   The church is cold but it will be warmed up for Sunday service. She unlocks the vestry and finds the vases and the hedgehog things that hold the flowers. She is quite good at flowers. In spring and summer they have great armfuls of cornflowers and daffodils, lilies and roses from people’s gardens. When she was asked by Frances to come in on the flower roster she rushed back to Islington to Stella Stevens for advice: simple but abundant is her credo now, more demanding on her than the Nicene Creed. With these flowers – some greenhouse carnations, some long-stemmed red roses, and some South African foliage – it is going to be difficult to be lavish. The foliage is coppery and leathery to the touch. But it gives off an exotic scent all of its own as she snips and chops. She likes a small arrangement for the altar and something more generous in front of the pulpit, to suggest that this parish appreciates the visits of the vicar. Charles – predictably – can’t stand him. He says that the vicar’s little sermons are banal if not actually meaningless. But Charles also understands that it is important to keep up something ancient as a sort of talisman against what is happening in the world. Sometimes if the wind is strong they feel as if they have gone to sea in the good ship Enodoc.

   The vicar asked her if she wanted him to say a word about Ju-Ju’s release on Sunday, and she said, Better not, Charles hasn’t quite come to terms with it. Will you ask him? All right, but I know he won’t agree.

   The vicar believes in witness, but Charles doesn’t. She hasn’t asked him. Also, she thinks that maybe it’s quite exciting, quite contemporary, for the vicar to be able to pass on the church’s blessing to a sinner. You don’t get many clear-cut sins down here.

   As she gathers up the flower stalks and puts them in a plastic supermarket bag and carries her flower arrangement out over the cold flagstones to the altar, and as she fiddles with it a little while, she tries to contain her deep unease. For more than two years it hasn’t left her, day or night. Perhaps it would have been a good idea for them to stand, hand in hand, to pray for Ju-Ju – to bear witness to something, to anything. It is not as though Charles has an alternative, more worldly, plan. He is asphyxiating himself. He has his own hands around his throat. He is in denial, the vicar said. For a moment she smiles as she imagines trying to tell him that he is in denial. Charles thinks you lose some of your soul if you use phrases like that, or talk about a learning experience or healing or counselling. But the fact is they are both in need of all of these.

   She places the second vase on the flagstones near the pulpit and it looks pretty good, the russet foliage studded with red roses. Sophie thinks her father is a stick-in-the-mud: Like what’s so important about the old way of saying things? Language is always changing. You should chill, Dad. As she tweaks the aromatic foliage – symmetrical but not static is the effect she is after – she thinks that if Charles is prised from the wreckage he might sink.

   She looks at her watch. Charlie has promised to ring as soon as he has Ju-Ju safely in his hire car. She puts the unused bits of twine and florist’s wire and secateurs away and locks the vestry.

   ‘Anyone there? Daphne?’

   ‘Just locking up.’

   ‘Oh those are beautiful, Daphne.’

   ‘Thank you.’

   Frances Cooper is wearing a broad-brimmed Australian rain hat and a long Barbour raincoat.

   ‘Raining again.’

   Daphne has been thinking of praying for a moment. For Frances the church has very little to do with God; it’s more a shrine to Englishness: flowers, history, familiar – if meaningless – hymns, your own kneeler and a sort of bracing draughtiness, long out of favour.

   ‘Daphne, how’s Charles?’

   ‘He’s fine. Or was when I last saw him half an hour ago. Why?’

   ‘No. I saw him earlier. I just wondered.’

   ‘He’s very concerned. Obviously. It’s not rocket science to work that out. But with Juliet coming home soon’ (she can’t quite bring herself to say ‘released’) ‘he’s trying to cope.’

   ‘I can’t imagine what it’s like.’

   ‘It’s been hard for us. Ju-Ju, Juliet, was really dumped in it. She’s had to carry the can for others. That’s the bit that Charles can’t bear.’

   Daphne knows that this is not strictly true, but over the past two years she has almost convinced herself that Richie was solely to blame.

   ‘I wanted to ask you all over, and a few friends, to dinner, when the time is right. Do you think Charles will agree? And Juliet?’

   ‘It’s so kind of you. Charles may not like the idea immediately, but let’s give it a week or two after Ju-Ju gets here. Frances, I’m really touched.’

   They embrace in front of the altar, in front of her little arrangement of pinks in the Waterford crystal vase. Frances squeezes her firmly against her waxed coat. She’s a solid woman. They are both quite solid, filled with middle-aged substances of mysterious origin.

   ‘Shall we walk back together?’

   ‘I just wanted to say a prayer.’

   ‘Oh righty-ho. I’ll be off. We’re going to an avant-garde play in Exeter that Pip has produced with her group. I’ve got to get into something less rustic. Obviously. Will you lock?’

   Frances sets off, carrying away the postcard takings, which rely heavily on the proximity of John Betjeman’s remains and the charming story of the sand dunes that once engulfed the place: in order to keep the church sanctified, the vicar had to climb down through a hole in the roof once a month. So the story goes.

   Daphne sinks carefully to her knees, no resting her bottom on the edge of the pew, and prays. She doesn’t believe anyone is listening, of course, but she thinks that God encompasses everything that we are and that includes the hand-stitched kneelers and the wind and the squalls on the sea which are also peppering the windows and Ju-Ju waiting in her cell. Her prayers are like the stitches in the kneelers, contributing in a small way to a bigger design. She doesn’t pray for anything specific. That would be presumptuous. Instead she recites the Lord’s Prayer almost silently. Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy Name, Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done, in earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread; And forgive us our trespasses, As we forgive them that trespass against us; And lead us not into temptation, But deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom, the power, and the glory, For ever and ever. Amen. She whispers the words forgive us our trespasses, As we forgive them that trespass against us more boldly. She is thinking of Ju-Ju, but also of Charles. She kneels for perhaps another minute so that her seriousness and silence will allow the prayer to percolate outwards. She rises from the floor. She has to move one knee and push hard with her arms to get herself upright.

   Charles once said to her, We’ve come to live in a bloody pantomime: the beardy vicar, the fat woman (Frances) with the lesbian daughter (Pip), the fishermen who hate our guts, Rick Stein dreaming up more silly ways to fry fish, the ghost of Betjeman stalking about in plus fours, the lethal donkey derby, the obese children on the beach, the ruckus about the lady golf captain’s parking spot. It was funny, but he wasn’t laughing.

   She turns off the lights, closes the heavy doors of the church, locks them and walks down to the fairway. What Charles seems to have forgotten is that he said the same sort of thing about their life in London: the management committee with its idiot proclamations; the traffic full of murderous yobbos in vans, the dog-poo in the streets, the mad people on the underground. And schools. Thank God that period of their lives is over: schools and tests and places at universities, the middle-class English steeplechase, which so enraged Charles. He wrote countless letters and demanded frequent meetings with teachers. Only Ju-Ju took it all in her stride, never a stumble from St Paul’s to Oxford to the Courtauld.

   As she crosses the fairway, startling a few rabbits, she remembers Charles saying that Ju-Ju was their National Velvet.

   Nobody ever mentions that film now, but for me it is still one of the great films of all time. I must have been seven or eight when I saw it first. I dreamed of winning a horse in a raffle. A horse called Pie, because it was a piebald.

   In the film it was changed to a bay, and some of the scenes were filmed on Pebble Beach in California. Charlie fell at the first fence and Sophie came off near the finish. It is childish to think in horsey terms, but she doesn’t mind. She wants her life to be simpler, so infantilism, if that’s what it is, is fine. Her happiest times were with her pony when Daddy was instructing at Sandhurst. It was the longest they ever stayed anywhere, nearly three years. The most glamorous thing she had ever seen was the commanding officer riding his grey up the steps at the Sovereign’s Parade. She hasn’t been near a horse since she was fourteen, yet she knew as soon as Charles hit it that the donkey was going to run away that day. You have a feeling for horses, which apparently includes donkeys.

   She lays the table in the dining room, even though it’s just fish and chips from the Codfather in St Minver. She opens a bottle of Australian Chardonnay and pours herself a glass. They have both drunk more over the last few years. It doesn’t actually make her sleep better, but it helps her get to sleep. Later she wakes and then it’s difficult to get back to sleep. She and Charles no longer share a room. He sleeps in a smaller room, once called the guest room, although the only guests have been casual friends of Charlie and Sophie, often drunk or unexpected. These children can sleep anywhere and make no plans. In London Charlie would go off to parties and reappear two or even three days later. For a while Charles thought Charlie might be gay:



He never has a girlfriend.

He’s only twenty, Charles.

I know, but all his friends have.

Will you be cross if he is?

Of course I won’t be cross, but I will worry about him.



   Two years ago, Charlie had found the beautiful Ana, and he and Ana, despite a short break-up, are together again. She has another glass of Chardonnay. She tries to imagine Ju-Ju’s feelings as she is released. The new prison, a low-security prison south of Buffalo, looks like an office park. There will be no heavy doors opening – church doors – to release her. Perhaps she will walk out anonymously, like one of the office staff, to Charlie’s waiting car. Charlie has a kind of serenity that she and Charles lack. She knows the reason: a stable and loving home. Charles would have said, Pass the sickbag if she had ever claimed such a thing.

   I have always tried to be there – as they say – for the children, just as my parents had never been there. The children have been my life’s work. And it seems that is not over: Ju-Ju is coming home.

   There’s a deep silence in the house. When they first came to live here she thought of herself as living out on the fringes of a map. Now she sees herself at the centre of her own world. The map has changed, so that it’s London which is remote and unreal. When Charles goes up to his committee meetings, mostly charitable things, he usually comes back looking startled, even confused. His hair, always so thick, returns from London lank and lifeless. Its grey colour, she thinks, is taking on a nicotine stain, like old curtains or pub fittings. At moments he looks seedy and defenceless. That day when he nearly drowned, as she helped him into his bed, she noticed for the first time that veins were appearing on his calves and that he had back fat.

   Of course my own thighs are dimpled and, in a certain light, stencilled with blue.

   The phone rings. Her heart lurches dangerously.

   ‘No, darling. Charlie’s not picking her up till ten, our time. No. I’ll ring you right away. Charlie says they are going to New York for a few days to sort out her things in store, and sort out the flat. The co-op. Where are you now? It’s half-past seven. Don’t work too hard, darling. And eat. Speak later.’

   Sophie is always working, and she is much too thin. It seems very poorly organised: they stand about all day and then start work at about four in the afternoon. But still, commercials pay well. Last week she worked for one hundred hours and made over a thousand pounds in overtime. She sees the lights of the car cutting across the rabbit pasture. And then she hears Charles opening the door. She goes to help him with the fish and chips, which are exhaling the scents of the fryer. These are the smells of a different and older world of plain food, believed, wrongly it seems, to have been wholesome and perhaps patriotic, because it hadn’t been mucked about with. A smell of deep fry haunts the shore, as Betj put it, his nostrils twitching.

   ‘Sophie rang.’

   ‘Oh yes.’

   ‘She wondered if we had heard, but I told her that Charlie was going to ring back. How was your drink?’

   ‘It was fine. I talked to a chap who has something to do with the dome thing, with plants. What’s it called?’

   ‘The Eden Project.’

   ‘That’s the one. How’s Sophie?’

   ‘Busy. As usual. I’ve opened some Chardonnay, do you want a glass?’

   ‘Yes please.’

   She pours him a glass, puts out the plates, and then she unwraps the fish and chips. He is standing near the stove.

   ‘Charles, there’s only one cod here.’

   ‘I definitely ordered two. Definitely. Six pounds and eighty pence.’

   He reaches into his pocket to inspect the change, but he can’t find it.

   ‘You have it. I’ll have a sandwich,’ she says.

   ‘No, you have it. I’m not hungry, I ate a lot of nuts. I’ll just have the chips.’

   ‘We’ll divide it and I will get a few tomatoes.’

   ‘You have it.’

   ‘Look, I’ll just cut it in half like this. It’s a big one.’

   ‘I don’t fucking well want it.’

   He gets up from the table and catches his thigh and hobbles towards the living room, which in daylight has a view all the way down to the bay, and he turns on the television. She sits looking at the fish. She’s divided it quite neatly. The batter is strangely crisp and bubbly and there is a large gap between it and the fish. The flesh is grey, with an indigo stain where the skin has been removed. Now she can’t eat, as though all fish, even this unreformed, solid cod, are reproaching her. She begins to cry. She knows that Charles will appear soon and she tries to stop herself.

   ‘I’m sorry, darling,’ he says from the doorway. ‘I’m a silly old cunt. Let’s just picnic on what we’ve got. All right? I’m a little tight too. The dome chappie insisted on buying me a large Jack Daniels, which is from Tennessee.’

   He sits down; the fish is fine, and with the chips and a few small, cold, hard tomatoes, more than enough. But they have both failed in their own fashion, in the fish department.





Chapter Two

Sophie’s job is to look after the clients and also to act as a go-between. The director won’t talk directly to clients when he is working. In fact he is famous for his lack of compromise. Sometimes he says to her, Ask them if they want it done quickly or if they want it done right. Of course she doesn’t put it like that. She says, He is very busy at the moment, but he has taken on board your suggestion. And then she gets them another drink or – if she knows they are up for it – she can offer them some cocaine in the production office. She takes some herself: it’s the only way she can keep going although it makes her cheeks lightly dimpled like the skin of a lemon or like the heat rashes she used to get on Daymer Bay.

   These three clients are Italian. They stand or sit in a gently drifting miasma of cigarette smoke, which is emphasised by the darkness of the studio against the bright lights of the set. They want to be involved, but their ebullience and loquaciousness find no echo in the director. She feels guilty, but then why should she? They knew what they were getting when they hired Dan. Dan enters a sort of trance, lost in the world of lighting and effects. He stares at the monitor for painfully silent minutes, sometimes twisting his long, dark, but greying, hair. In his head there is an image of how it should look, and his particular contribution to advertising is his ability to recreate what is in his head, using live action with effects. Effects are mysterious and even religious.

   Today they are trying to make an Alfa Romeo look like a dolphin. Sophie can’t see it yet, because all they have is a car on rollers, against a blue screen. But sixty-five technicians, and three clients, are waiting for Dan. He and the cameraman, Adrian, have been lighting the stationary car for six hours. The camera is mounted on an arm, which in turn is mounted on a dolly and the dolly runs on rails. They haven’t even started to rehearse the camera movements, which will all be controlled by a computer, so that each pass of the camera will be identical. Dan specialises in this kind of thing, which is known as motion control. So far as Sophie understands it, Dan will match the camera moves on the car with the camera moves on dolphins. The pictures will be combined digitally and placed on an ocean background, so that the dolphins, with their wonderful streamlined adaptation, will turn into Alfa Romeos. Also dolphins are known for their sensitivity and intelligence, which the ad agency believes is a plus. But there are days of work ahead.

   ‘Dan, what can I tell them? They are restless.’

   ‘Give them some toot. Take them out for dinner. I dunno. We’re going to be here all night.’

   One of the Italians, Aldo, the art director, is looking closely at the car as if he has seen something distasteful.

   ‘Sporca. Un po’ sporca, guarda qui.’

   ‘Ee says, eetsa dirty ’ere,’ says the copywriter, a girl of about Sophie’s age.

   ‘I thought ’e was saying it’s a pig,’ says Dan to Sophie. ‘Porco’s a pig, innit? Pork. Porco. Apple sauce. You like?’

   A props man with an array of cloths and sprays and polishes attached to a belt around his waist, so that he has a harlequin aspect, rushes forward. He and Aldo cock their heads, bend their knees and locate the problem, a slight flare caused by a piece of diffusing paper coming loose on one of the lights – to be technical, as Sophie sometimes has to be – a 2k Dado, museum quality.

   One of the electricians, under the direction of his gaffer, puts down his copy of the Sun and climbs a ladder. He adjusts a clamp and covers a corner of the paper with some tape.

   ‘Ow’s that, guv?’

   ‘Hokay,’ says Aldo.

   ‘Guv?’

   ‘Fine,’ says Dan.

   The electrician comes down the ladder.

   ‘Soph.’

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘Soph, tell our Woppo friend not to speak to my technicians.’

   ‘I can’t do that, Dan. They’re only trying to be helpful.’

   ‘Tell them or piss off and I’ll do it myself.’

   ‘Jesus, Dan.’

   She takes Ornella Illuminati, the copywriter, by the arm. She’s the linguist in the party. She has multiple piercings going all the way up her ears. Sophie’s small ring in her nose is eclipsed. She has noticed that Continentals often come to London dressed up, as if they are going to a whacky carnival. Ornella is wearing a kilt, heavy knee socks with candy stripes and her hair is short and waxy. Her eyes are very wide open, so that you feel there is a danger of seeing into the eye sockets, like those glimpses of backstage you sometimes get from the cheap seats at the theatre. She leads Ornella to the production office.

   ‘Dan offers you some cocaine,’ she says. ‘Do you want it?’

   ‘I like-a very much.’

   Ornella does a line; Sophie takes very little.

   ‘Tank you, Dan,’ says Ornella, giggling. ‘Dan is a geenioos.’

   ‘Yes,’ says Sophie. ‘He is clever. He asks me to say, please don’t speak to the technicians. The crew. Speak to me and I will speak to Dan.’

   ‘No problem. We talka too much. Italian people no can keep silence. Dan ees geenioos.’

   Ornella kisses Sophie, and puts her arms around her. Sophie is happy that there isn’t going to be a scene so soon, on day one of the dolphin transubstantiation, and she hugs Ornella. But then Ornella kisses her on the mouth and tries to insert her tongue between Sophie’s lips.

   ‘Ornella, no. Whoa. Like, sorry, I don’t do  . . .’

   But Ornella is laughing. She touches Sophie’s front with two hands and makes a cartoon noise, like a horn, wah-wah.

   ‘No problem. You gotta nice leetle teeties.’

   ‘Thanks.’

   They both laugh. There are no hard feelings. When they emerge on to the studio floor some time later, they are, as people say, giggling like schoolchildren.

   Ornella speaks to her colleagues. Sophie is pleased to see that they don’t seem to mind at all. Perhaps they see this reprimand as an acknowledgement of their Italian-ness, their essential humanity, stretching back to Petrarch, and perhaps beyond into the mists of antiquity, which she has never fully penetrated. Or perhaps Ornella has told them the welcome news that there is plenty of cocaine in the production office. Sophie hears the word cokehyena, which is the way they pronounce it.

   The camera is now moving, step by step, as they program the computer. The rollers under the car are moving too, so that the wheels are giving off highlights as they rotate. Dan is about to adjudicate on just how fast they should turn. For a long moment Sophie too watches the wheels. When she rang her mother earlier, she was confused by the time difference between London and New York. Ju-Ju, apparently, won’t be coming out for another couple of hours. She wanted to speak to her father, who loves Ju-Ju best of all, but he was out.

   Eat, you must eat, Mum said. She knew, of course, that her mother was really trying to say that she was concerned: Each day I worry about you. There is an air of desperation about her parents these days. Dad is always out walking briskly on the headland, Mum is trying, for the fourth or fifth time, to learn to cook. And Dad is not able to talk about Ju-Ju at all. He is in complete denial. When she rang she wanted to ask him how he felt now: she wanted to be assured that the weight that has been crushing him has been lifted, that he is happy again. Charlie once said to her, Dad doesn’t want to be happy, Soph. There are some people who don’t believe in the promise of happiness. Charlie has become a bit of a philosopher.

   It may be true. But it’s worrying the way Dad has closed himself off. If she had told him about Ornella – the little misunderstanding, the bits of metal in her ears, the madness of making a car look like a dolphin – he would be pained and maybe even angry. He’s changed; when she was thrown out of St Paul’s he had simply laughed: It’s only school and only mediocrities do well at school. Let’s go and have lunch. That was eight years ago, when the world was young. A lot of parents at St Paul’s were sort of semi-famous from television or journalism or politics, but even though he was just an accountant her friends had thought he was cool. And he was – until he was fired and they went to live in Cornwall and Ju-Ju was banged up. When he was last in London they met up for coffee in Fortnum’s – his idea – and there was a sort of fear and truculence about him. Even his hair – his thick, tousled Ted Hughes hair – was limp and soiled. The bit that long years of training had caused to flow backwards and then downwards behind his ears – pretty advanced for an accountant – was now the texture of . . . She struggles to think of what the texture is; it seems important to be precise, but she can’t quite get it. The coke has made her feel warm, right into the cavities of her head.

   Now the camera is moving smoothly down the track and the wheels of the Alfa Romeo Spyder are throwing off flashes of light and everyone is happier. It’s like a plane delayed: sitting at the airport we are filled with a sort of heaviness, which lifts as soon as the plane moves. We are a restless species. For all the tedium and delays, she loves these moments in studios when things begin to happen. The camera is rising and falling now, to add to their happiness, and the three Italians are sitting looking at their own monitor set up well out of Dan’s eye-line. Once you are in a studio and the heavy doors close and the lights are up, you are in a wonderful, artificial world. Anything can be created in here, including cars that become dolphins. It’s costing four hundred and fifty thousand to turn those cars into dolphins. Dan’s fee is forty-six thousand, and a share of the mark-up, which will be at least another twenty. There are girls from St Paul’s with starred A levels and first-class degrees who don’t earn that in two or three years. In fact some of her girlfriends are still doing unpaid work experience on newspapers and radio stations. Some are teaching English in the jungle, and e-mailing about the hallucinatory effects of Lariam. Others are doing very well – parent-speak for making loads of money – in law and even in pop music. Reward seems to be scattered in a random fashion in this new-old country. Dan spends his money on things: cars, clothes, furniture, DVDs. He’s interested in things. Things to him have qualities and essences which she cannot always see.

   Ju-Ju is interested in things, but what she sees in things is not her own image, burnished, but evidence of human striving for the impossible. She said to Sophie once, You can see everything from rock painting to Michelangelo as an attempt to express the ideal. Ju-Ju speaks about art with great naturalness. Sophie has tried to remember her voice over the last few years. When she was asked to leave St Paul’s, the headmistress told her that it was only because of Juliet that she had been given so many chances: I believe that you are not as different from her as your record here would suggest. But you will have to go away and work these things out for yourself. We have, reluctantly, given up. Goodbye, my girl, goodbye. I’m going to miss you.

   She didn’t mention the drugs. Her study was large, and decorated with prints of Somerville College and a very spindly geranium by the window. Although she had tried to humanise it with pictures of her children and some of the school’s best art, her study was unmistakably a high court. Here, above all the restless seething girl/woman longing and fear, she sat in final judgement. The headmistress probably knew that Sophie was helpless. For a while Sophie blamed Ju-Ju, although Ju-Ju was already at the Courtauld and their paths hadn’t crossed at St Paul’s. While Ju-Ju was striving for the ideal, Sophie was taking marijuana with a boy called Timmy, who was teaching her about sex. She was learning avidly. She would set out from home and often never arrive at school. Her excuses became more and more desperate. She saw her classmates, in that last, terrible term, drifting away from her. The process was like the one described in the science books, continents moving inexorably apart. A gulf had opened and she found herself on the wrong tectonic plate. She could never get back; it had a kind of awful, elemental inevitability. Why couldn’t she stop the drift? In her heart she knew that Timmy was a useless wastrel. He wore a tight-fitting knitted ski hat, and carried a guitar wherever he went. He was planning to be something in rock music. His body was very white, curiously bony and soft at the same time. They smoked a lot of marijuana. Then Timmy suggested she sell some to her schoolmates. For a term or so, it had made her feel streetwise and cool, but right from the beginning she knew it was a disastrous mistake. The girls around her knew it too, even as they bought small amounts of dope for the weekend.

    Why, darling, why? How could you do this to us? Her mother turned it into a personal drama, of course. Sophie’s words to her tutor, said in front of the whole class, Oh for fuck’s sake, it’s only weed, were widely quoted in all the expensive London day schools. Even her mother knew what she had said.

   ‘The thing that really upsets me is that Ju-Ju really made something of her time there.’

   ‘And I fucked up. Is that it?’

   ‘I can’t bring myself to say what you did.’

   ‘Leave her, Daphne, it’s all over now. Ju-Ju wasn’t a paragon, as you know.’

   ‘Charles, I know that all children make mistakes; Mrs Le Maître couldn’t have been nicer or more understanding. But Sophie seemed to want to drag us all into the muck.’

   ‘Let’s not exaggerate. Just ring MPW and get her enrolled. Bye-bye, darling, you will be fine. I had better get down to the old bean counters.’

   He used to walk up to the Angel and take the tube to the City. She and her mother were left in the house that mid-afternoon. It was unbearable. The emptiness pressed on them both. And soon afterwards, Dad was fired. Of course it wasn’t called that. He was offered an early-retirement package as a result of rationalisation, following the merger. He took legal action, and lost disastrously. And from that moment his human essences began to dribble away.

   In his account, the firm of Fox and Jewell, medium-sized, highly respected for its integrity, had been taken over by cowboys; some of its most respected and senior people had been forced to walk the plank a few years from retirement. It all happened so quickly, so ruthlessly, that his years of drudgery, his quiet progress up the ladder, the endless meetings, the golf tournaments, the Twickenham debentures, the money put away for school fees, the heavyweight dark suits, the laced shoes, the appearance of dependability and honesty – the whole fucking shooting match – now appeared to have been a protracted and cruel joke played on him. Sophie saw that his life, everything that had gone before, was now subject to painful revision. She knew that it was hard for him to accept what had happened. He told Mum that Simon Simpson-Gore had made a corrupt deal with Brown, Kaplan and Desoto to get rid of most of the partners after the merger. Simon Simpson-Gore, who is Charlie’s godfather, now has a vineyard in Burgundy, a villa in Antibes, and a house in Palm Springs. He collects Russian Impressionist paintings, which he confidently believes are the next big thing, although once he was happy enough to hang his first wife’s cheerful water-colours of sea birds and boats in Aldeburgh on his narrow Islington walls.

   And it was Simpson-Gore’s affidavit that suggested that over the previous three years Charles Judd’s clients were increasingly reluctant to entrust their accounts to him, and he, Simpson-Gore, no doubt out of misplaced loyalty, had to write to many of the clients – copy letters attached – promising to take over responsibility for them personally, in order to keep the accounts. Far from being effectively dismissed, as Mr Judd had claimed, he was offered an overly generous settlement.

   Mr Judd had surrendered. The judge ordered Mr Judd to pay Brown, Kaplan, Desoto and Jewell’s costs, as well as his own. They sold up in Islington and moved to Cornwall. All this her mother has told her, and sometimes she has heard them arguing about it, endlessly going over what happened, and his lack of prudence. Her mother thinks there is something unstable and unreliable about her father. She calls it a destructive streak. Even when he was pretending to be an accountant, he despised the people around him, and they knew it. Sophie wonders if her mother thinks she has inherited this lack of staying power. Mum believes strongly in genetic bequests.



The Italians are drinking Nescafé out of plastic cups, fastidiously. Coffee is, of course, their subject of special expertise. Ornella says they are hungry. They would like the dinner. And the cokehyena? Yes, very nice. Sophie goes to tell the location caterer, who says she can have it ready in twenty minutes. They have ordered Indian food, because Italians commonly believe that London has the best Indian food in Europe. You can’t find good Indian food in Milan: Non esiste. Dan will be eating sashimi. He is detoxing (apart from the odd line of coke), something he does every month for two days, and he believes that sashimi is about as natural as it gets; although the problem is, he says, that it makes your shit smell like otter droppings: That’s all part of the game, though. What can you do? I should think our ancestors stunk like fuck.

   ‘Dan, are you ready to eat? We’re going to eat.’

   ‘Go for it. I want to get the Spyder done. The first set-up anyway, then I’ll break.’

   ‘How’s it going?’

   ‘Slow.’

   ‘Like normal slow or like disastrous slow?’

   ‘Like normal slow. Don’t panic. Not yet anyways.’

   He turns back to the monitor. She often wonders what it is he is aiming for, or how he acquires this certainty about the way it should look. The Italians have provided their cars and their script and their money, but Dan has taken possession. Only he can turn the Alfa Romeo Spyder and the Alfa Romeo T Spark Lusso into sentient mammals.

   It’s a Thursday night. Mum’s been doing the flowers in the church. Dad has been walking on the headland.

   And I have been giving an Italian lesbian cokehyena. Different strokes for different folks, as Dan says.

   She can smell the Indian food warming up. Its aroma penetrates the studio by some alchemy, even though the studio has thick, sound-proofed walls.

   Spraint. She happens to know it comes from the Old French, espraindre, to squeeze out. Squeezings, rather than droppings. She’s interested in words. She sees in words what Ju-Ju sees in beautiful objects, the work of humanity, at least the imprint of humanity. Or the squeezings of humanity. She’s come to realise that films are not for her. If she’s ever going to express herself, it won’t be through film but through language. With film you have a mediator between you and expression.

   I don’t want that. I want to get on with it directly.

   It’s been forming in her. She never talks about it. And she hasn’t told anybody, not even Charlie, that she has applied for university this October.

   The Italians – senses chemically enhanced – are very appreciative of the food. It’s bog-standard Indian – rogan josh, chicken tikka masala and so on – but they are determined to believe it’s wonderful. They point out the dishes they have just eaten to their colleagues: Incredibile! Questo è molto, molto interessante, una cosa esotica! Mi piace molto! She doesn’t speak Italian, but it’s easy to get the idea. She’s not hungry. She’s nervous. She leaves them, pointing at her phone, and goes to the production office to wait for Charlie’s call. She begins to cry. The production office looks on to a car park.

   People think of England as historical, green, thatched, I don’t know what all, but this is England too: a car park full of pointless little four-wheel drives with alloy wheels and shiny cars with spoilers and behind them a blank brick building, an alleyway full of rubbish, two giant bins overflowing, a sodium light, not so much illuminating as staining the area around.

   Then she sees it: This is the colour Daddy’s hair is taking on, the precise colour of despair.

   Dan comes in.

   ‘Is me sashimi ready?’

   ‘They’re just warming it up now.’

   ‘Very funny. Today’s the day your sister comes out of the slammer, right?’

   ‘It is.’

   ‘Is that why you are crying? You should be happy.’

   ‘I am happy, Dan. In a way. How’s it going?’

   ‘Slowly slowly catchee monkey. How are the Eyeties?’

   ‘They think you are a geenioos.’

   ‘Not far wrong. They were saying in the paper that everyone wants her story.’

   ‘Whose story?’

   ‘Your sister’s.’

   ‘Were they?’

   ‘Yes, in the Mail anyway. I’m going to eat. You OK?’

   ‘I’ll be fine.’

   ‘I’ll be fine. Why do women say I’ll be fine? I’ll talk to the wops while you’re recovering. Keep your chin up.’

   ‘Thanks, Dan. I’ll be along as soon as I hear from my bro.’

   She sits hunched.

   Oh Ju-Ju.





End of sample
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