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Praise for Clare Chambers

‘Delicious... a joy from beginning to end... a perfect novel’ Lisa Jewell

‘Clare Chambers is a diamond in the dust’

Independent on Sunday

‘Exquisite... addictive reading’ Anna Maxted

‘Modern, intelligently observed and highly original’ Daily Mail

‘An elegantly crafted, gently poignant coming-of-age love story that I couldn’t put down’ Melissa Nathan

‘Charming... A funny and moving story with a great deal of style’ Sunday Telegraph

‘Funny and touching’ Nina Bawden

‘Lingers in the mind long after it’s put down’ Company

‘Funny, poignant and beautifully written, this is an enchanting book’ Katie Fforde

‘A funny book which slips in some acute and painful observations on the side’ The Times

‘To warm the heart and chill it is a rare ability’ Evening Standard

‘A great read, often striking cords as reassuringly familiar as a bowl of jam roll and custard on a rainy Sunday afternoon’

Time Out

‘Delightful’ Sunday Times

‘An intelligent escapist read... well written and funny’

Daily Express

‘A warm bath of a book – you slip in and just don’t want to get out’ Victoria Routledge


Clare Chambers was born in Croydon in 1966 and read English at Oxford. She wrote her first novel, Uncertain Terms, during a year in New Zealand, after which she worked as an editor for a London publisher. She is also the author of Back Trouble, Learning to Swim and A Dry Spell. She lives in Kent with her husband and three children.
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PART ONE


1

YOU NEVER GET OVER A HAPPY CHILDHOOD, ACCORDING TO Donovan. What we all need is a little disappointment. I think I know what he meant. But this isn’t about Donovan. It’s about my brother, Christian. And Penny, of course.

It’s funny, because I hadn’t given Penny a thought for years, but on the very day Christian made his announcement I had an odd experience which made me remember.

It was a Friday in late February. There was a soapy smell of hot-house hyacinths outside the front door when I went to fetch in the milk, and in the kitchen there was the musky smell of Elaine, Christian’s carer, preparing his breakfast. She doesn’t actually need to do that. He’s quite capable of making his own. Everything in the house was designed so that he can manage in his wheelchair. He’s what they call a T2 paraplegic, which is nowhere near as bad as it could be.

Elaine’s the latest (and the least agreeable) in a series of people whose job it is to come in daily to help out. Christian’s not an especially demanding employer, but it’s heavy work and doesn’t pay well, so naturally staff turnover is high. I preferred the last chap, Mike. The three of us used to sit around and play Scrabble in the afternoon; he had a good vocabulary for a home help. You wouldn’t catch Elaine playing Scrabble, not that I’ve asked her.

She didn’t come through the usual channels. She was passing the house one day when Christian was out front salting the driveway in case of frost, and she took the trouble to stop and talk. In the course of their conversation it emerged that she was looking for work as a carer and had some experience, so Christian took her number. A fortnight later Mike handed in his notice and Christian got straight on the phone. No references: her last patient couldn’t oblige as he was dead.

When I saw her standing at the hob stirring a pan of scrambled egg that morning it occurred to me that Christian must have given her a front door key. That made me feel rather uneasy. I didn’t like the thought of her coming and going as she pleased – in fact, I’d been considering asking Christian if we couldn’t advertise for somebody new, even though it would mean some short-term upheaval. I’ve nothing against Elaine, but when she’s around I feel as though I’m an intruder in my own house. I can’t relax. There’s so much of her. I don’t object to her size – a waif would be no good in a job like this – but she always has so many bags and hats and scarves and appurtenances; it’s as if she’s trying to fill up as much space as possible.

Conversation is another sticky area. It’s a choice between long, haunting silences and a bombardment of unwanted advice on everything from pedicures to pensions. It’s something I’ve often observed about members of the caring professions: they tend to interpret jovial self-deprecation as a cry for help. I think Elaine sees me as someone who needs taking in hand. The other day she even suggested it was time I got a foot on the property ladder. I said I was afraid of heights. She said, ‘Are you really?’ So I had to explain that it was a joke. She said, ‘Oh. Your sense of humour,’ and gave me one of her caring smiles. Naturally Christian hasn’t picked up any of these signals. Men are notorious for not seeing what’s under their noses and he is no exception.

I suppose what annoyed me about Elaine’s remark was the implication that I must be just dossing here temporarily until I’ve sorted myself out, when in fact this is my home. I’ve lived here since it was built in the mid-Eighties. My studio is at the back of the house, facing south-east, so I get the sun in the morning, and the box room is quite adequate as a bedroom. I’ve always been able to sleep anywhere. Sometimes, when I’ve been watching a late film in the sitting room, I can’t be bothered to go to bed at all. I just flop over fully dressed on the couch – another big advantage of not sharing a bed.

I suppose our domestic arrangements might strike an outsider as odd. Living with your brother wouldn’t be everyone’s idea of fun, but we know each other better than anyone else alive, and if he needs me I’m always there to help. In fact we’re happier than most married couples I come across. I suppose that’s why none of my boyfriends have outlasted the initial surge of euphoria; it would take a truly exceptional man to compete with Christian.

On this particular Friday I was dressed more formally than usual because I was going to give a talk to a group of primary school children in Surrey about my work as an illustrator. I’d never been asked to do anything like that before, but my latest book had just won a prize so in the miniature world of children’s publishing I’m suddenly somebody. I should say ‘our’ latest book, since it’s a collaborative effort. Words by Lucinda Todd. Pictures by Esther Fairchild. Lucinda Todd bashes out the text in about a week and it takes me the best part of nine months to do the illustrations. This inequality of effort is supposed to be addressed by a forty/sixty split of the royalties. I’m no mathematician, and I’m not saying I’ve been stitched up, but someone has and it’s not her.

‘You look smart. Are you going somewhere?’ said Elaine, glancing up as I hovered in the doorway, wondering whether to retreat to my room until she was out of the way. I was wearing a linen trouser suit, fresh out of the dry cleaner’s. I could still feel the stapled ticket grazing the back of my neck.

‘Oh, just to a primary school,’ I said, advancing into the kitchen and slopping milk into a glass. ‘I don’t know why I’ve dressed up for a load of eight-year-olds.’

The newspaper was on the table, still folded. I sat down with my milk and started to read the headlines.

‘For a minute I thought you had a job interview,’ she said. This wasn’t the first time she had implied that in her opinion painting by day and waitressing by night did not constitute a proper career path. ‘That colour suits you,’ she went on. ‘You should wear it more often.’ With Elaine even a compliment comes welded to a piece of advice.

I decided to play along. ‘Do you think so? I’m not sure.’

She tipped the scrambled egg onto a slice of toast and ground pepper over it with a vigorous wringing action that put me in mind of someone killing chickens. ‘Definitely. It goes with your eyes.’

The suit was green. My eyes are blue. It occurred to me she was either colour-blind or having a laugh, but her expression was sincere. Before I could think of a suitable reply she was off again, with another suggestion. ‘I’ve got a friend who could do your colours for you. She holds up these fabric samples to your face and works out what season you are.’ She poured orange juice into a tumbler and put it on a tray with the plate of scrambled egg. ‘She did me before Christmas and it turned out I’d been wearing the wrong colours for years. Everything was fighting with my skin tone. Where do you keep your napkins?’ she said, opening and closing drawers on cutlery, teatowels, pegs and balls of garden twine.

‘I don’t think we’ve got any,’ I said, which was not quite the truth. I knew we didn’t have any. ‘We’re not big on napery,’ I added, in case she was after a tray-cloth next.

‘Oh well. He’ll have to do without,’ she replied, in a voice as crisp as new linen.

‘Why are you taking him breakfast in bed, anyway?’ I asked, watching her balance the tray in one hand while she swept up the newspaper that I’d been reading and tucked it under her arm. ‘You don’t need to indulge his every whim, you know.’

‘It’s just a one-off treat,’ she explained. ‘I won’t be making a habit of it.’ And she shook her long, copper hair back, rather like a horse flicking off flies, clip-clopped down our wooden hallway in her Dr Scholls and disappeared into Christian’s room, closing the door behind her.

IT TOOK ME ABOUT AN HOUR TO GET TO WEYBRIDGE BY CAR. I don’t like driving on the motorway, but I had my portfolio of paintings and a box of books which was too heavy to carry.

It was breaktime when I arrived and the kids were all out in the yard. I could hear the high, echoing shouts as soon as I opened the car door. I’d have been happy to stand and watch them all day: the boys charging around, colliding with each other like a herd of maddened sheep, the girls decorously skipping, or sitting on the benches in little huddles. And the loners, standing with their backs to the wall or, worse, plum in the middle of a football game, petrified or oblivious.

‘All in together, girls,
 
Never mind the weather, girls,

When it’s your birthday

Please jump IN,’

went the chant as I staggered past the skippers with my boxes. A teacher with a whistle round her neck stood on the steps leading to the entrance, hugging a coffee mug, while a group of girls stood around her, very close, clamouring for her attention. I wouldn’t have admitted it to Elaine, but I was extremely nervous at the thought of addressing a classful of eight-year-olds. People always assume that children’s authors must have a natural affinity with children, and understand just how their minds work. It’s not an unreasonable assumption I suppose, but it doesn’t apply in my case. I don’t even know any children. When I get to work on a book it’s myself as a child I’m thinking of, not modern children, real or imagined. In truth I find them a little scary, as if they might somehow unmask me.

In spite of this attack of self-doubt, I must have looked like a legitimate authority figure because before I’d advanced very far a small boy accosted me and asked if I could peel his satsuma. I found this rather touching, so I put down my baggage, and was presently besieged by half a dozen other petitioners wanting me to open packets of crisps, or prise plastic straws from the back of drink cartons. I couldn’t remember this sort of free-range snacking being encouraged when I was at school. On the contrary, milk was just coming off the menu. The only source of refreshment was a crippled drinking fountain on the outside wall of the toilets, which yielded a slow drip of metallic tasting water which swelled to a trickle when someone inside pulled the chain. In any case, our mother would never have stooped to crisps: she would have sent Christian and me to school with something nutritious and embarrassing like a hard-boiled egg or a stick of celery.

Somewhere a bell rang and the crowd around me melted away, leaving me with a handful of orange peel. I put it in my suit pocket and picked up my boxes again. The teacher blew her whistle and two hundred children stood rooted to the spot. For a second I froze too, and then I remembered that I was an adult, and therefore not bound by the same rules, and I picked my way self-consciously between the little statues to the door, my progress followed by two hundred pairs of eyes.

I had over-prepared for the event of course. Having fixed on the notion that I would need to fill the time with chat and avoid awkward silences at all cost, I had rehearsed an hour-long lecture, written up on twenty cue-cards as if I was addressing the Royal Society. I had the confused idea that eight-year-olds might be withdrawn and uncooperative creatures like the teenagers they would one day become, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. They were still buzzing from their workout in the fresh air; at least half a dozen hands shot up before I’d even unpacked my case. Everyone wanted to ask a question, or just tell me what they’d had for breakfast. Half the time they were repeating the point made by the previous speaker, but I found their enthusiasm and lack of inhibition totally disarming. Pretty soon I abandoned my notes and the lesson descended into an amiably anarchic free-for-all, only loosely tied to the subject of illustrated books.

The teacher, Miss Connor, who looked as though she was straight out of college, had withdrawn to the back of the room to listen. Occasionally she threw out a warning cough if any of the children became too boisterous but, after a while, even she began to relax, when it was clear I wasn’t going to dry up altogether and need rescuing. 	

Quite often, having almost dislocated a shoulder in the process of stretching up to secure my attention, some poor kid would then forget what it was he wanted to say and collapse back into his seat, mumbling in confusion. It was at this stage, when I had stopped feeling nervous and was beginning to enjoy myself, that instead of addressing my remarks to Miss Connor, or the back wall, I started to pick out individual faces.

‘Has anyone any idea what this book might be about?’ I asked, holding up a painting done in acrylics, which had formed the cover of my last book. It showed, from above, but with a skewed perspective, a summer garden full of trees and flowers in full bloom. In the middle of the lawn was a greenhouse, from which a cloud of butterflies, balloons and parrots was emerging.

Whoosh. Up went thirty hands.

‘Yes?’ I singled out a boy with white-blond hair and colourless eyelashes. He reminded me of a hamster I’d once known.

‘Um...’ He subsided, covering his face. I could see the veins on his arms, thin blue tributaries through the skin. ‘A garden,’ he finally spluttered, inspired.

‘Good idea,’ I said. ‘Any other offers?’

‘A garden,’ said the next contributor, a scruffy kid with a number two haircut.

‘Ye-e-es,’ I replied smoothly, moving on to his neighbour, a girl.

‘Oh. I was going to say garden too.’

‘Was anyone not going to say “garden”?’ Miss Connor put in, and several hands fell.

‘Football?’ came a suggestion from the back.

‘Football,’ I said, looking over at my painting as if I couldn’t remember what was in it. ‘Interesting. Why do you say that?’

‘Because I always play football in the garden.’

There’s no arguing with the logic of personal experience.

Only one hand remained up, but its owner, a girl with dark, shoulder-length hair, had her head down, writing, which was why I hadn’t noticed her earlier.

‘Yes?’ I addressed the top of her head as her neighbour gave her a terrific nudge.

‘Oh!’ She looked up at me with wide, grey eyes, and the moment I saw her face an electric jolt went right through me, and I thought I know you. But of course I didn’t know her at all. I’d never seen her before in my life. What startled me wasn’t just a striking resemblance to someone I’d once known: it was more complicated than that. It was Penny I had recognised, not as she was now, or as I’d ever known her, but as she must once have been. It was the strangest feeling, remembering something I’d never actually experienced, and I was still recovering when she spoke again.

‘I think it’s about a magic greenhouse,’ she said, meeting my eyes, and I felt the ripple of another strange current between us. The Magic Greenhouse had been my title for the book, ditched at the last minute in favour of Gordon’s Garden.

For the rest of the session I tried not to stare at her, but felt my gaze pulled in her direction time and again. Her answers, it seemed to me, were always the most perceptive, the most intelligent. The dinner bell took me by surprise. I had meant to wind up in plenty of time, possibly set them a little task – a drawing competition or something. But Miss Connor stood up and told the children to leave their things exactly as they were on their desks, and then she thanked me for coming and they all gave me a short round of applause before stampeding for the door.

While Miss Connor tidied up, I packed my things away, and then on the pretext of admiring the displays – a whole wall of papier-mâché humpty-dumptys and stuffed sock puppets – I had a quick look at the exercise book on the dark-haired girl’s desk. A chewed pencil lay in the fold of the open pages, which were covered with laboriously joined-up writing. I flipped the book shut with one finger and read the name on the front. Cassie Wharton-Smith. That surname alone, long since expelled from memory, settled it, but I remembered, too, right back before everything went wrong, when Penny and Christian were still together and happy, Penny used to say, ‘If I ever have a daughter I’ll call her Cassandra.’ And Christian, who used to cringe at the thought of children, even hypothetical ones with sensible names, would cringe even harder and say, ‘People like you should be sterilised.’

‘She’s a bright little thing,’ I said to the teacher, pointing to the desk Cassie had recently occupied.

‘Oh yes, she’s a lovely girl,’ she replied, shouldering her handbag and opening the door for me. ‘She’s got a wonderful imagination.’

She locked the classroom, one of those Portakabins reached by a flimsy wooden staircase. The tiny, grey lobby in which I stood waiting was cold and cluttered. Padded jackets ballooned from a double row of pegs on either wall, almost meeting in the middle. Through a chink in the floor I could see the grass below. When I stamped my foot experimentally, the whole structure seemed to quake.

‘You don’t know the parents, do you?’ I said, as Miss Connor caught me up. ‘I only ask because I used to know her mother. Ages ago.’

Miss Connor shook her head. On the top of her open handbag lay a packet of cigarettes. She was obviously dying to escape for a smoke. ‘I don’t think the father’s around any more,’ she said, and then stopped, blushing at this indiscretion.

‘You couldn’t let me have her address, could you?’

She gave an apologetic grimace. ‘Sorry. Not allowed to do that. You understand.’

‘Of course. It doesn’t matter,’ I said, embarrassed to have asked. For all she knew I could be some mad stalker with a grudge. ‘It was so long ago. I don’t know what I’d say to her, anyway.’

I WAS TAKEN BACK TO THE STAFFROOM AT LUNCHTIME AND introduced to those few teachers who were in there eating their sandwiches. Someone fetched me a plate of cheese flan and potato croquettes from the canteen and everyone laughed at my gratitude, which was genuine. I must be the only person alive who likes institution food: I find spam fritters comforting in a way that rocket leaves can never be.

The staffroom was even more of a hovel than the wobbly Portakabin I’d left behind. The chief comforts were twelve low, padded vinyl chairs without arms, arranged around three square tables, the tops of which were exactly level with the seats, so it was impossible to draw up to the table – to reach your coffee for example – without kneecapping yourself. The rest of the staff, already wise to this, were sitting back, eating off their laps and using the table as a footstool. The workbenches around the edge of the room were buried beneath sloping piles of paper and books and ring-binders. The draining board of the aluminium sink was crowded with unwashed cups. On the floor, the carpet tiles were starting to curl up at the edges, like stale slices of bread.

I’d brought two boxes of books along with me to sign and sell at the book fair in the afternoon. This was meant to be a golden opportunity for me to make a profit. I’d envisaged a hall full of affluent, book-loving parents, eager to demonstrate their support for the school’s literacy programme, but I had sadly misjudged the market. Most of the children seemed to be picked up by au pairs, who naturally carried no spare cash and were deaf to the demands of their little charges. I was in any case having to compete with the tie-ins for some new cult Japanese cartoon movie, which took care of most of the boys. One of my first customers, though, was Cassie. She was unaccompanied, and produced a crumpled-up ball, which turned out to be a five pound note, from her cardigan pocket. She spelled out her name without waiting to be asked, and I dutifully inscribed it on the title page.

‘Do you like reading, Cassie?’ I asked, looking up at her serious face.

She nodded. ‘I like Roald Dahl.’

‘Well, this will probably be too easy for you then.’

‘That’s all right. I like easy books too.’

‘Do your mum and dad read to you at bedtime or do you read to yourself?’

‘Mummy does. Daddy doesn’t live with us any more.’

‘Oh.’ Just as Miss Connor had surmised. I was on the point of asking what her mummy’s name was, but I lost my nerve. It seemed creepy somehow, to be prompting a strange child to divulge personal details. For all I knew it could be a criminal offence. Besides, once she’d spent her money Cassie didn’t linger to chat, but said goodbye with one of those frank, appraising stares that children often deploy to make adults squirm.

When the rest of the browsers had melted away I did a quick tally of my takings. The results were as follows: Sold – fourteen. Misappropriated/nicked – five. I reckoned the day’s receipts would amount to a loss of £2.50. Rather than lug the boxes of unsold books back to the car I told the teacher on duty I was donating them to the school – proceeds to the staffroom refurbishment fund. She laughed gaily as if I was joking. I don’t know why I suddenly came over all charitable. It must have been something of my mother rising to the surface at last.

I DROVE STRAIGHT FROM SCHOOL TO THE RESTAURANT SINCE there wasn’t time to go home first. I’ve worked five nights a week as a waitress at Rowena’s in Crystal Palace ever since it used to be the Grill Rooms. Back in those days there was sawdust on the floor and the music was so loud I used to wear cotton wool in my ears and lip-read the orders. I got quite proficient at it until the manager told me I could stay away until the infection had cleared up because I was putting people off their food.

There was live comedy on Friday nights, and live music on Saturday. It would be pleasing to think that I had seen some of today’s great comic turns in their infancy, but unfortunately none of the Friday night acts from the Grill Rooms has ever to my knowledge made it onto the TV. One old chap who used to do daft things with a sliced loaf was a hit at the Edinburgh Fringe about five years on from his Grill Room debut – I think he won a ‘Best Newcomer’ award, but I haven’t heard of him since. The murky waters of obscurity must have closed over his head soon afterwards.

Nowadays Rowena’s serves pizzas and pasta and plays light opera. The comedians have gone, along with the rock bands and the cocktails. There’s more light, and less smoke and no sawdust. It’s a different clientele. Or maybe it’s the same clientele, now ten years older, married with children. We don’t get stag nights any more and I can’t say I’m sorry. Even lavish tips didn’t feel like adequate compensation for the harassment and groping.

Waitressing may not seem like a great job, but evening work suits me fine. I can be at home during the day if Christian needs me, and I can paint in the mornings when the light is good and I’m at my best. It’s physically tiring being on my feet from six until midnight, but my mind is free to wander and there’s no stress. Even when there’s been a scene and a customer has got drunk or belligerent it doesn’t carry forward to the next day. I sleep well and every morning’s a new beginning. The money’s terrible but I can usually double it in tips, and I’m an optimist by nature: I try to look at it as a wage-packet half full rather than a wage-packet half empty. Since I don’t have to pay for my accommodation my living expenses are small, and I’m not extravagant. Sometimes when I’m turning the pages of Vogue in the hairdressers I might find myself hankering after a pair of fuchsia pink beaded slingbacks for £600, but the moment soon passes. It’s the long reach of my mother again, jangling the charity tin under my nose and turning my thoughts to the Less Fortunate.

Elaine finds my lack of ambition hard to understand. It’s another area of my life she’d be keen to tackle if I let her. A fortnight ago she brought in one of those career profiling questionnaires designed for school-leavers. She had come out as an ideal headmistress or prison officer, so I couldn’t fault its acuity. I filled it in later when she’d gone and it turned out I was a born librarian, which depressed me. I must have overplayed the stuff about working on my own and liking peace and quiet. Another complaint Elaine levels against my choice of job is that it gives me no time for a social life. This is unfair: Rowena’s is my social life. Without it I wouldn’t have one at all. There’s Rowena herself, the chefs – who are generally young and male and never last more than six months – and the other waitresses, mainly students of nineteen or twenty, for whom the six to twelve shift is just a warm-up to a night of drinking and clubbing and shagging, if their conversation is to be believed. I’m occasionally invited on these raids, but never go. They are desperate to show me a good time. Poor Esther, stuck at home with her crippled brother, they think, when I cry off, yet again. All this pity and sympathy are entirely undeserved. There’s no need for me to hurry back to Christian, who is well looked after. And if I want a date the restaurant is as good a place as any to meet men: people who are out for a meal are usually relaxed, in a good mood and ready to have fun, and the atmosphere at Rowena’s seems to be conducive to flirtation. It’s very different from the Grill Rooms, where the pounding rock music, and the whoops from the Tequila Slammer girl, not to mention my earplugs, made conversation all but impossible. I’ve met a few blokes that way, in the line of duty, though I never took any back home. Then for the last four years there’s been Geoff.

Again, it’s not a conventional arrangement, but it suits us remarkably well. Round about my thirtieth birthday I went through a low period. I couldn’t seem to work up much enthusiasm for anything; I was trying a new style of painting and it wasn’t going well; I found myself crying a lot for no particular reason. There was a bleakness about everything. Eventually I went to my GP but she was off on maternity leave so I saw the male doctor instead. Geoff. He was sympathetic and reassuring and let me ramble on for ages, well beyond my allotted time, so that every other appointment that day would be late. He looked about fifty, slightly overweight and absolutely not what you’d call good looking, but with a nice, interesting face. I noticed the pictures on his desk: a wedding photo, and a boy and a girl in their early teens, their smiles glittering with heavy-duty orthodontics. Anyway, at the end of our chat he prescribed me some mild anti-depressants and told me to come back two weeks later, or sooner if I felt bad.

It’s annoyingly hackneyed, but I started to entertain fantasies about him from that point. Not desperately ambitious ones: more romantic than erotic. He seemed so kind, so capable. I often find myself attracted to people who come to my aid in however humble a capacity: plumbers, AA men, the bloke from Dyno-rod. Perhaps gratitude is an aphrodisiac.

I went back to see him as arranged and we talked some more. He was interested to hear about my illustrating work, and my set-up with Christian, and wondered if my role as carer might be putting me under strain, so I was able to set him straight on that score. He offered to put me in touch with the community psychiatric nurse for a spot of counselling, but I didn’t feel my case warranted it. I said just talking to him had made me feel better, and I would persevere with the tablets.

A few weeks after my last appointment, he came into the restaurant with another bloke. When I went to take his order he gave me a discreet nod of recognition, but I made the mistake of greeting him openly with a cheerful hello, just to let him know that I was in good spirits, which I was, now that I’d seen him. His friend immediately pounced on this. He was a coarse, boozy type, as unlike Geoff as could be imagined. ‘She one of your patients?’ he said as I walked away. ‘Wouldn’t mind getting her on the couch, heh heh.’ I was suddenly conscious that in my black mini skirt and tight T-shirt I probably looked cheap and trashy, and cursed myself for having acknowledged him.

When I brought their food Geoff looked absolutely mortified and kept his eyes on his plate. His friend said, ‘Thanks, darling,’ and made an infuriating clicking noise with his tongue, as though urging on a horse. I felt like clubbing him over the head with the pepper grinder, but I just gave him a chilly glare instead.

He got progressively drunker and more lecherous as the evening progressed, and every time I approached the table he would come out with some innuendo while Geoff shifted about on his seat in agonies of embarrassment. It was hard to ignore now, as there were only a few remaining diners, and my relief when they finally paid (leaving a tip of exactly ten per cent) and left was immense.

Another twenty minutes had passed by the time I had finished clearing up and wiping down the tables, so when Rowena let me out of the now-locked front door I was completely taken aback and a little alarmed to see Geoff loitering in the shadows like an assassin. He was carrying a rolled golf umbrella, which he made no move to put up, even though a light drizzle was falling.

‘Esther!’ he said, hurrying over, and I was flattered that he’d remembered, until it occurred to me that I’d been wearing my name-tag all evening. ‘I’m sorry about earlier.’

I glanced around in case his friend might still be lurking. ‘I’ve put him in a taxi,’ he added, guessing my concern.

‘It’s all right,’ I said, congratulating myself on this unexpected reversal. I now had the power to reassure him.

‘It must have sounded as though we were discussing you. I promise that wasn’t the case.’

‘I know.’

‘Everything that takes place in the consulting room is completely confidential. I’d be struck off if I...’

‘Don’t worry. I shouldn’t have said hello. It put you in an awkward position.’

‘It’s not your fault at all. My friend is a male chauvinist pig, especially when he’s had a few.’ The rain started to come down more heavily now, and he remembered the umbrella, which sprang open at the touch of a button. He held it over me so I was forced to take a step towards him to spare him an unnecessary drenching, and we stood, in awkward and unfamiliar proximity, blocking the narrow pavement so that passers-by were forced to step around us into the gutter. I glanced at my watch, a gesture that seemed to bring him up short.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s late and I’ve made you even later. Can I give you a lift anywhere? I’m parked round the corner.’

I couldn’t help laughing at such a recklessly unprovisional offer. ‘No. I live miles away. In Caterham. Near the surgery.’ What I didn’t say was that my own car was parked, like his, around the corner. Normally I would have considered this sort of feminine scheming to be beneath me, but I was intrigued to see just how far out of his way he would be prepared to go. It would give me an index of his concern.

‘Of course,’ he nodded. ‘Obvious really.’ And he started to walk in the direction of his car, so that I was obliged to do the same, drawn along by the overarching embrace of the umbrella. ‘It’s not far from me,’ he said. ‘Warlingham.’ Even without a map I could work out that Caterham would represent a detour and I felt a quite immoderate surge of happiness, so that I had to bite my cheeks to suppress a smile.

His car, parked an immaculate three inches from the kerb, was a newish Rover saloon, smart but not flashy; the car of a professional man who isn’t interested in cars and has nothing to prove. He opened my door first, a gesture which made me think of my father, who always had perfect manners. The interior was clean, but not fanatically so, and equipped with sensible things like a fire extinguisher, blanket, ice scraper and another small umbrella with a Liberty print.

On the journey we talked about impersonal things: the health service, the election, but without committing ourselves to a particular political allegiance. At one point he said, ‘How would you have got home if I hadn’t offered? Public transport’s hopeless down this way,’ and I wondered if he’d twigged.

I didn’t want to compound my deceit with an outright lie, so I said, ‘Oh, I’d have managed.’

There was a tape protruding from the jaws of the cassette player, and I was dying to see what it was. I would have put money on it being Neil Diamond, or someone similar. It was all I could do to stop myself having a look, but presently Geoff said, ‘Do you want some music on?’ and snapped the tape into place, filling the car with the unmistakable snare-and-treble sound of Oasis. Before I could register my surprise and approval he had shuddered and hit the eject button. ‘My son’s,’ he said by way of apology and went on to tune the radio until he hit on a wailing soprano, which was obviously more to his taste. ‘Do you know Der Rosenkavalier?’ he asked, and I was forced to confess my brutish ignorance of opera and all other branches of classical music.

‘I never go myself any more,’ he admitted. ‘I just sit slumped in front of the TV like everyone else.’

When we got close to home I asked him to drop me at the corner. Ours is a private road and it wasn’t worth unlocking the gate for the sake of an extra fifty yards. As the rain was still scything down he insisted I take his umbrella. I noticed he didn’t offer me the ladies’ one.

‘Well, thank you... Doctor,’ I said, as I didn’t know his first name at this stage, and he gave me an oblique smile and raised his eyebrows.

‘My pleasure,’ he said. And although there hadn’t been the shadow of any flirtation between us, I knew.

The next day at the restaurant there was a bouquet of yellow roses waiting for me. There was no card, so I was able to answer Rowena’s inquisitive stare with unfeigned ignorance. The flowers lasted a week, but much longer as fuel for my daydreams. I still had the umbrella too. I’d kept hold of it deliberately to maintain that slender thread of connection between us: every time it rained he would think of me – though possibly with diminishing affection.

Then about a month after the flowers an envelope arrived for me at the restaurant. It contained one ticket to the Coliseum for a performance of Der Rosenkavalier, and no accompanying note, but its provenance was perfectly obvious.

He’d even gone to the trouble of discreetly obscuring the ticket price, an act of exorbitant courtesy, which again reminded me of Dad. Now and then I would take it out of my purse and be assailed by anxiety. Would he be waiting for me in the adjoining seat, or was it just a quirky gift from an opera-lover bent on converting the heathen? Was he, in fact, demented?

Right up until the very last moment I entertained the possibility that I might not go: after all I would have to change shifts with one of the other waitresses, and find something respectable to wear (but what?). Curiosity won of course, as I had always known it would, and the appointed evening found me perfumed and painted, in a smart dress and uncomfortable shoes, standing in the bar, toying with a glass of orange juice that I was too sick with nerves to drink.

There was no sign of him there or in the foyer, so I went to my seat, which was in the dress circle, one in from the aisle, and made an attempt at reading the programme notes, losing the plot in about the second paragraph. I couldn’t shake off the feeling that I was about to be exposed as an impostor and thrown out, that people could tell just from looking at me that I’d thought there was no Strauss but Johann.

I’d bought a big bag of wine gums at the station, in case he didn’t turn up and the performance was boring, but I felt too inhibited to take them out of my handbag. All around me the auditorium was filling up, but the aisle seat remained unoccupied – oppressively so, it began to seem to me. Then the house lights dimmed and the orchestra began tuning up, and just as the first notes of the overture rose like balloons from the pit, he came down the steps, with silent, hasty tread, and slipped into the seat beside me, flinging his coat across his knees, and there was no chance to do more than exchange a quick nod until the end of the first act.

‘Aren’t you taking a bit of a risk?’ I said, as we fought our way back to the bar at the interval.

‘I suppose I am,’ he replied. ‘It’s completely out of character.’ He had gone to the trouble of pre-ordering drinks to avoid the crush – it was what had made him fractionally late – and it took him a while to track them down: one red wine, one white.

‘You choose: I didn’t know which you’d prefer.’

‘I can’t drink alcohol at the moment,’ I replied, and I could see the light dawning even before I added, ‘not while I’m taking the tablets you prescribed.’

He looked appalled at his error. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t thinking of you as a patient.’

‘Good,’ I said. ‘Perhaps if I knew your name I could stop thinking of you as a doctor.’

That was how it began, with a curious mixture of impulsiveness and calculation. For an extra-marital affair it was incongruously restrained. It was weeks, for example, before we got around to making love, and even after that it was something that could only be infrequently achieved. Opportunity and location did not often present themselves. His house was out of the question. I wasn’t completely comfortable with the idea of bringing him home for sex-in-the-afternoons with Christian in the next room. Although I had done the ethical thing and registered at a new practice, Geoff was still Christian’s GP and I couldn’t help feeling there was something questionable in the arrangement. Since Geoff’s free time was mostly incompatible with mine the relationship had to be conducted to a large extent by telephone. Every fortnight he would make some work-related excuse for not being at home on a Wednesday night – my weeknight off – and we would meet up for a drink.

We never discussed his family. He made no complaints about his wife’s failure to understand him, as adulterers are widely believed to do. In fact he made it clear that he was not prepared to take any risks that might cause her suspicion or pain. ‘You know I’ll never leave my wife,’ he said, right at the outset, to which I replied, ‘I’ll never leave my brother,’ and we laughed out loud, to find ourselves in such perfect accord.

∗∗∗

SINCE ROWENA TOLD THE OTHER GIRLS THAT I AM AN ‘ARTIST’ they have stopped calling me Sad to my face. I can’t see the logic of this: some of my favourite artists were famously sad: Van Gogh, Dora Carrington, Mark Rothko... Rowena herself keeps badgering me to do some freelance (and, I suspect, free) artwork for the restaurant, principally a giant mural of the Italian Riviera on the back wall. I’ve tried explaining that I’m a miniaturist: I don’t do big pictures. It’s detail that’s my thing.

She was on about it again that night, while I was in the staff loo, struggling into my waitress costume, which was slightly crushed from having spent the day in a plastic bag in my car boot. She’s one of those people who doesn’t find a toilet door any barrier to conversation.

‘You could do it the week we’re away,’ she was saying while I buttoned my shirt and peered at my face in the mirror, which was lit by a single, flickering neon strip. ‘The paint smell would have gone by the time we reopen.’

‘Have you got a coat hanger?’ I interrupted. My green linen suit was hitched over a hook on the door like a giant tea-towel, and I didn’t want anyone drying their hands on it. I heard her footsteps retreat and then advance and a wire hanger was thrust under the door.

‘I’ve got a teacher friend who could lend you an overhead projector,’ she went on, undeflected. ‘If that’s how you do it.’

‘Mmm,’ I grunted, dabbing face powder over the remains of that morning’s foundation. The gold compact was my mother’s, and my grandmother’s before that. It had a particular smell, sweet and cloying, like the inside of an old lady’s handbag. All at once I could see mum’s dressing table back at the Old Schoolhouse, with its set of tortoiseshell brushes and her few cosmetics, so infrequently and inexpertly applied.

‘We’ve got to do something about that light,’ I said as I emerged, zipping up my skirt. ‘It adds on about ten years.’

‘I think I’ll just take down the mirror,’ said Rowena. ‘Until this frizz grows out.’ She was recovering from one of those deep-fried perms, which had reacted badly with her previous regime of bleach and colour, to leave her hair as brittle as spun sugar. It looked as though it might melt in the rain.

‘Listen. Have you ever got back in contact with someone after a long silence?’ I asked her.

She put her head on one side to consider, happy to abandon the matter of the mural. She is used to my strategy of refusing to engage with topics that don’t appeal.

‘No, I can’t say I have,’ she said finally. ‘I think I’m probably still in contact with everyone I’ve ever known, apart from my ex-husbands, I mean. I sort of collect people.’

‘Well, I seem to mislay them,’ I said, as we made our way upstairs to the restaurant. I explained about coming across Cassie. ‘So what’s the best way of tracing an address?’

‘You could get her number from Directory Enquiries, if her surname isn’t too common.’

‘I’m not sure I want to phone in the first instance. I’d rather write.’

Rowena chewed her lip. ‘Do you know anyone corruptible who works for the police or the DVLA?’

I raised my eyebrows. ‘I didn’t realise you were such an expert at subterfuge.’

‘Well, it’s all my divorces. They’ve made me devious.’

‘Evidently. But for someone like me who doesn’t have your underworld connections...’

‘The internet. You can get anything off the internet,’ she said confidently.

‘How?’

‘I don’t know. We’ll have to ask one of the geeks in the kitchen. Who is this woman anyway?’

‘She was my brother’s girlfriend. His first real girlfriend. When I was fifteen they... split up.’ I hesitated over the phrase: it made their predicament sound so ordinary. ‘It was a horrible, disastrous split that should never have happened. I think he got over it quicker than I did. Anyway, he had bigger things to worry about – like being paralysed.’

IT WAS TWENTY TO ONE BY THE TIME I PULLED UP OUTSIDE the house and, unusually, Christian’s light was still on. This slight deviation from our routine gave me a moment’s anxiety, and I wondered if he might be feeling ill, but as I approached the house I could hear Ella Fitzgerald singing Cole Porter, loudly, so I guessed he must be okay. Playing music at an unneighbourly volume in the early hours is one advantage of living in a detached house on a large plot that we don’t exploit often enough.

Christian rolled into the hallway to greet me while I was still on the threshold trying to free my key from the lock. He was wearing his blue towelling bathrobe and his hair was sticking up in wet spikes as if he had recently been in the bath, and he had a curious expression on his face – an unnerving combination of smugness and guilt.

‘Hi Pest,’ he said, cheerfully, reverting to a childhood nickname that fell out of use at least twenty years ago. This only fuelled my suspicions.

‘Are you all right? What’s going on?’ I asked, slinging my bag over the corner of the settle.

‘Nothing. Well. Come in and sit down. Do you want some wine?’

I glanced at my watch. We quite regularly exchanged news and conversation over a drink, but not at this time of night. Sunday evening is Happy Hour. Christian opens the drinks cupboard at about six o’clock and starts mixing cocktails. About a decade after they went out of fashion we’re suddenly hooked. He’s working through a recipe book I bought from the remainder shop next door to Rowena’s, and sometimes he’ll throw in one of his own invention, just to catch me out. The Tequila Mockingbird is probably his best creation.

I was wide awake now, and if he was in confiding mood, I decided it might be a good time to bring up the matter of replacing Elaine, so I followed him into the sitting room and sat on the couch. The music cut out while he fiddled with the controls, and then resumed at a friendlier volume. On the coffee table, beside an open bottle of claret, were a couple of wine glasses, but as I went to help myself I realised they had both been used. One of them bore the imprint of a lipstick crescent at the rim. Company.

‘How has your day been?’ Christian went on, bringing a fresh glass from the recess in the wall. ‘How did you get on at the school?’

‘Fine,’ I said, warily. ‘The kids were sweet.’ I made no mention of my encounter with Cassie. Penny is a subject that is never raised any more. I upended the wine bottle and a scant thimbleful of black dregs slid into the bottom of my glass.

‘Oh,’ said Christian. ‘We must have finished it. Shall I open another?’

‘No. I wasn’t desperate,’ I said. ‘So what is it, then?’

‘Nothing bad. I just want your advice about something. Because it affects you. It’s Elaine.’

‘Oh, I’m so glad you’ve brought this up,’ I said, and was about to launch into my plea for her dismissal, when something in Christian’s eager expression stopped me.

‘I’m going to ask her to marry me,’ he said, and a faint blush spread over his face.

I must have been gaping like a netted fish because he gave my knee a squeeze and said, ‘Are you all right? You look a bit shocked.’

‘Wha... Well,’ I stammered, as the art of speech returned by degrees. ‘I am a bit. Surprised. To tell you the truth.’ All the while I kept giving these irritating gasps of laughter. ‘I had no idea. I didn’t realise you were even keen. I obviously haven’t been paying attention.’

‘There wasn’t anything to notice. We haven’t exactly been all over each other. We’ve been out together a few times while you’re at work. Most of the time we just sit in watching videos.’

Or taking baths, I thought. ‘Why didn’t you tell me before? How long has it been going on?’ In spite of my best intentions I’d managed to sound disapproving instead of simply intrigued.

‘There was nothing to tell until now. It wasn’t love at first sight or anything. In fact, when she first came I thought she was a bit abrasive.’

At last, some common ground!

Christian drew his dressing gown, which was starting to gape, more tightly around him. ‘But then after a while I found I was really looking forward to seeing her, and I realised I’d never felt that way about any of my other carers.’

‘They were blokes,’ I pointed out.

‘Yeah, but even so. And then that week she was off with flu – do you remember that?’ (I did: I’d done some of my best work in ages.) ‘I really missed her. I think that’s when it started to dawn on me that she might be The One.’

‘But, I mean, marriage. You’ve only known her three months.’

‘Well, three months is quite a long time in my circumstances. When someone helps you to get your pants on from day one, intimacy builds up pretty quickly.’

‘Do you think she’ll say yes?’ Suddenly I found myself looking at Christian through fresh, unsisterly eyes, as a potential partner. When I was a child I had assumed he was the most handsome man on the planet, but hadn’t given the subject much thought in recent years. Of course, the wheelchair might put some people off, but in spite of it he still looked fit and strong. He worked out with weights twice a week and his upper body was broad and muscular. A stranger might have put his age at thirty-two, though he was nearly forty. His hair was still thick and showed only the first incursions of grey. He was funny and talented; he made plenty of money designing and testing computer games, without ever having to leave the house, which was spacious and tasteful and paid for. Now I could see that to someone like Elaine, he wouldn’t be an unattractive proposition.

And then it hit me, like a snowball full in the face, what it would mean for me if Christian and Elaine did get married, and how insanely oblivious I must have been to all their hints and signals. Elaine had been here bright and early cooking breakfast this morning because she’d just spent the night. And all the suggestions about the property ladder and the friendly careers advice were nothing but veiled warnings of my imminent eviction.

‘...thinking of asking her on her birthday, but I’m not sure if I can wait that long,’ Christian was saying, as I tuned back in, still spitting out snow. ‘What do you think?’

‘What does it matter what I think? It’s your life,’ I said, in much the same tone that Mum used to say, ‘It’s your money,’ whenever as a teenager I proposed buying some piece of trash from Miss Selfridge.

‘Well, it’s your life too, and your home. I didn’t want to spring it on you as a done deal.’

‘No, but...’

‘And I don’t want you thinking you’ve got to find somewhere else to live. You can stay here as long as you like.’

‘Don’t be daft, Christian. Of course I’d have to move out. You can’t start married life as a threesome.’

‘But Elaine wouldn’t mind. I know she wouldn’t. She understands our set-up and she’s not territorial. Anyway, she really likes you.’

I shook my head at his naivety. How little he knew of his intended bride, and womankind in general. ‘You know what they say about two women sharing a kitchen,’ I said, as light-heartedly as I could.

‘But where would you go?’

‘I could move in with Dad for a while,’ I said, with more enthusiasm than I felt. ‘Hone my backgammon skills. Immerse myself in Classic FM.’ It occurred to me that from what I earned from the books and Rowena’s I wouldn’t be able to afford to do anything else. Without the considerable subsidy that my rent-free existence represented I wouldn’t even be able to live in the same part of the country any more.

‘You do like her, don’t you?’ I could see the first shadows of doubt pass across his face.

‘Of course I do,’ I lied valiantly. ‘We get along fine. I’m just so amazed that you want to marry her. I mean, no one gets married nowadays.’ That wasn’t what I meant at all. I really wanted to say: marry, by all means. But not her.

‘I know. I’ve surprised myself. But she’s so inspiring. She really believes she can get me walking again one day. She’s downloaded tons of stuff off the net about new treatments in America. I’ve already seen most of it, and it’s no good to me, but the fact that she’s so wholehearted, when everyone else has lost interest—’

‘I haven’t lost interest!’

‘Okay, not lost interest, but got used to things. Elaine’s still got that crusading enthusiasm.’ This would have worked very much in her favour. I know there are some people who manage to reach an accommodation with their disability: a few rare souls even claim it has enriched their lives, made them more appreciative of life’s pleasures, but Christian is not one of those. He has never grown comfortably resigned to not walking. Regaining the use of his legs remains a goal, however distant, that he won’t relinquish. ‘I’ve tried both,’ he says simply. ‘And walking’s better.’

‘But you don’t need to marry her to get the benefits of that.’

‘I’m not putting it very well. I feel like any time I spend apart from her is time wasted. Plus, there’s the sex. I mean regular sex.’

‘Yeah, well, don’t go into details.’

‘Anyway, we’ve got no reason to be pessimistic about marriage. Our parents are still together and happy.’

‘They’re living six thousand miles apart!’ I protested.

‘That’s just circumstances. And it’s only temporary. In fact it’s a testament to the strength of their relationship.’

‘When did you say Elaine’s birthday is?’

‘Three weeks’ time.’

‘How old will she be anyway?’

‘Forty-seven,’ Christian said, with a trace of defiance.

This surprised me. I had assumed she was older than me, but not by that much. ‘Well, she’ll definitely say yes then,’ I assured him. ‘When women get past thirty-five they panic and marry anyone who asks.’

‘Really?’ Christian looked sceptical, and not especially flattered. ‘How do you know?’

‘There’s a whole publishing industry dedicated to the subject. Where have you been?’

He shook his head, at a loss, then he grinned at me. ‘You’ve only got a year left then,’ he pointed out. ‘Better start panicking.’

I DIDN’T SLEEP WELL THAT NIGHT. I LAY AWAKE UNTIL THREE, fretting, and then I made myself a cup of hot milk and took it into the studio and sat with it in the dark. I could hear the distant swish of traffic on the bypass, and the occasional screech of tyres and slamming of car doors that signalled the homecoming of Caterham’s youth.

I allowed some tears to pool up in my eyes. I wasn’t sad for myself, exactly. I just felt confused and disorientated and slightly foolish. But I was sad that Christian, who could have done so much better, should have lowered his sights this far. And I thought of Elaine, that impostor, who would soon be sharing my name and living in my house and planning how to refurnish my rooms and telling me what was good for Christian, and me, and the world in general. Then I thought of Penny, who had been marked down as my sister-in-law from the day we met, and who had wielded such influence over me, and whose path had crossed mine this very day, as if by design. Occasionally, over the years, I had entertained the fantasy that she and Christian might meet up again and there would be some gesture of reconciliation. Now, as I reviewed these two apparently unconnected events – Christian’s intention to marry Elaine, and my rediscovery of Penny – it was impossible not to see the workings of Providence. It was my job, evidently, to bring about this long overdue reunion. For Christian’s sake I would take a deep breath, dive back down through the cloudy waters of the past and bring up the pearl.
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