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A violet bed is budding near,

Wherein a lark has made her nest:

And good they are, but not the best;

And dear they are, but not so dear.

Christina Rossetti


It’s shortly after six o’clock on a Sunday evening. I’m sure of the time because I’ve just listened to the headlines on the radio.

Sleet spatters the windscreen. I’m driving through low countryside, following the occasional fingerpost toward the A road and London. My headlights rake the drizzle, passing their silver glow over gates and barns and hedgerows, the ‘closed’ signs hung in village shop windows, the blank muffled look of houses cloistered against the winter evening. Very few cars are out. Everyone is at home, watching TV, making supper, doing the last bits of homework before school tomorrow.

I’ve taken the right fork out of Imberly, past the white rectory with the stile. The road opens up briefly between wide exposed fields before it enters the forest. In summer, I always like this part of the drive: the sudden, almost aquatic chill of the green tunnel, the sense of shade and stillness. It makes me think of Milton’s water nymph, combing her hair beneath the glassy cool translucent wave. But at this time of year, at this time of day, it’s just another sort of darkness. Tree trunks flash by monotonously.

The road slides a little under my tyres so I cut my speed right back, glancing down to check on the instrument panel, the bright red and green and gold dials that tell me everything’s fine; and then I look back up and I see it, just for a second, caught in the moving cone of light.

It’s nothing, but it’s something. A shape through the trees, a sort of strange illumination up ahead on the left, a little way off the road.

I understand immediately that it’s not right. It’s pure instinct: like the certainty that someone, somewhere out of immediate eyeshot, is watching you.

The impulse is so strong that before I’ve even really felt a prickle of anxiety, I’ve braked. I run the car into the muddy rutted margin of the road, up against a verge, trying to angle the headlights in the appropriate direction. Opening the car door, I pause and lean back in to switch off the radio. The music stops. All I can hear is the wind soughing in the trees, the irregular drip of water on to the bonnet, the steady metronome of the hazard flashers. I shut the door behind me and start to walk, quite quickly, along the track of my headlights, through the damp snag of undergrowth, into the wood. My shadow dances up ahead through the trees, growing bigger, wilder, with every step. My breath blooms in front of me, a hot white cloud. I’m not really thinking of anything at this moment. I’m not even really scared.

It’s a car, a big dark car, and it’s on its side, at an angle, as if it is nudging its way into the cold earth, burrowing into it. The funny shape I saw from the road was the light from its one working headlamp projecting over a rearing wall of brown bracken and broken saplings. In the next few seconds, as I come close to the car, I notice various things: the gloss of the paintwork bubbled with raindrops, the pale leather interior, the fact that the windscreen hasn’t fallen out but is so fractured that it has misted over, become opaque. Am I thinking about the person, or people, inside? At this moment, I’m not sure I am. The spectacle is so alien and so compelling that there’s not really any space to think about anything else.

And then I hear a voice, coming from within the car. It’s someone talking, quite a low, conversational tone. A sort of muttering. I can’t hear what is being said, but I know it’s a woman.

‘Hey – are you all right?’ I call, moving around the car, passing from the glare of the headlight into blackness, trying to find her. ‘Are you OK?’ I bend to look down into windows, but the dark is too thick for me to see in. As well as her voice – which murmurs and pauses and then starts again, without acknowledging my question – I can hear the engine ticking down, as if it’s relaxing. For a moment I wonder whether the car is about to burst into flames, as happens in films, but I can’t smell any petrol. God, of course: I have to call for an ambulance, the police.

I pat my pockets in a panic, find my mobile and make the call, stabbing at the buttons so clumsily that I have to redial. The operator’s answer comes as an overwhelming, almost physical relief. I give her my name and telephone number and then, as she leads me through the protocol of questions, I tell her everything I know, trying hard to sound calm and steady, a useful person in a crisis. ‘There’s been an accident. One car. It looks like it came off the road and turned over. There’s a woman in there, she’s conscious; there might be other people, I don’t know, I can’t see inside. Wistle-borough Wood, just outside Imberly, about half a mile past the Forestry Commission sign – up on the left, you’ll see my car on the road, it’s a red Fiat.’

She tells me help is on its way and I hang up. There’s quiet again: the trees creaking, the wind, the engine cooling. I crouch down. Now my eyes have adjusted, I can just make out an arm, thrown up against the side window, but the light is so dim that I can’t see any texture on the sleeve. Then she starts to speak to me, as if she has woken up, processed my presence.

‘Are you there?’ she’s asking. She sounds quite different now. There’s fear in her voice. ‘I don’t want to be on my own. Who’s there? Don’t go.’ And I kneel down hurriedly, and I say, ‘Yes. I’m here.’

‘I thought so,’ she says. ‘You won’t leave me, will you?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘I won’t leave you. There’s an ambulance on its way. Just stay calm. Try not to move.’

‘You’re very kind,’ she says. It’s the sort of expensive, cultured voice that goes with the Audi, and I know – hearing that particular voice making that particular remark – that it’s a comment she makes dozens of times a day, without even thinking about it, when people have shown her courtesy or deference at the farm shop or the butcher’s.

‘I’ve got myself into a bit of a mess,’ she says, trying to laugh. The arm moves, fractionally, as if she is testing it out, and then lies still again. ‘My husband is going to be so cross. He had the car cleaned on Friday.’

‘I’m sure he’ll understand,’ I say. ‘He’ll just want to know you’re OK. Are you hurt?’

‘I don’t really know. I don’t think so. I think I knocked my head, and I don’t think my legs are too good,’ she says. ‘It’s a nuisance. I suppose I was going too fast, and I must have hit some ice … I thought I saw a fox on the road. Oh, well.’

We wait in silence for a moment. My thighs are starting to ache and the knees of my jeans, pressed into damp bracken, are stiff with cold and water. I adjust my position and wonder how long it will take the ambulance to get here from Fulbury Norton. Ten minutes? Twenty? She doesn’t sound terribly hurt. I know it’s not a good idea to interfere in a car accident, but maybe I should try to help her out somehow. But then again, if she has a broken leg … and anyway, I have no way of opening the car door, which is crumpled and pleated between us, like a piece of cardboard.

I cup my hands and blow on them. I wonder how cold she is.

‘What’s your name?’ she asks.

‘Frances,’ I say. ‘What’s yours?’

‘Alice,’ she says. I might be imagining it, but I think her voice is sounding a little fainter. Then she asks, ‘Do you live around here?’

‘Not any more. I live in London. I’ve been visiting my parents. They live about twenty minutes away – near Frynborough.’

‘Lovely part of the world. We’ve got a place in Biddenbrooke. Oh dear, he will be wondering where on earth I’ve got to. I said I’d call when I got in.’

I’m not sure what she means and I’m suddenly frightened she’s going to ask me to ring her husband. Where’s the ambulance? Where are the police? How long does it take, for God’s sake? ‘Are you cold?’ I ask, shoving my hands into my jacket pockets. ‘I wish I could do more to help make you comfortable. But I don’t think I should try to move you.’

‘No, let’s wait,’ she agrees, lightly, as if we’re at a bus stop, only mildly inconvenienced, as if it’s just one of those things. ‘I’m sure they’re on their way.’ And then she makes a sound that frightens me, a sort of sharp inhalation, a tiny gasp or cry, and then she stops talking, and when I say, ‘Alice? Alice?’ she doesn’t answer, but makes the noise again, and it’s such a small sort of noise, so hopeless somehow; and I know when I hear it that this is very serious after all.

I feel terribly alone then, and redundant: alone in the dark wood with the rain and the crying. And I look back over my shoulder, towards my car, the dazzle of its headlamps, and behind it I can see only darkness, and I keep looking and looking, and talking – though she’s no longer responding – and eventually I see lights, blue and white flashing lights, and I say, ‘Alice, they’re here, they’re coming, I can see them, it’s going to be fine, just hold on. They’re coming.’

I sit in the front seat of a police car and give a statement to someone called PC Wren. The windscreen is coursing with rain and the noise of it drumming relentlessly on the roof means she often has to ask me to repeat what I’ve just said. All the time I’m wondering what’s going on out there, with the arc lights and the heavy cutting gear and the hoists. I can’t see much through the misted-up window. Rubbing a patch clear with my cuff, I see a paramedic framed in the open door of the ambulance, looking at his watch and pouring something out of a Thermos. Some of his colleagues must be out there in the woods, I suppose. Maybe they tossed a coin for it, and he got lucky. No point us all catching pneumonia.

Wren closes her notebook. ‘That’s all for now,’ she says. ‘Thank you for your help. Someone will be in touch with you in the next day or so, just to tie up the loose ends.’

‘Is she going to be OK?’ I ask. I know it’s a stupid question, but it’s the only thing I can think of to say.

‘We’re doing our best. My colleagues will be able to update you in the next few days. You’re free to go now. Will you be all right to drive yourself to London? It might be sensible to go back to your parents’, spend the night there instead.’

‘I’ve got work tomorrow. I’ll be fine,’ I say. I reach for the door handle, but PC Wren puts a hand on my sleeve and squeezes it. ‘It’s hard,’ she says. There’s a real concern in her voice, and the unexpected kindness makes my eyes swim. ‘You did all that you could. Don’t forget that.’

‘I didn’t do anything. I couldn’t do anything. I hope she’s OK,’ I say. Then I open the door and step out. The rain and the wind come at me like a train. The woods, which had been so quiet, are now roaring: machinery pitched against the ferocity of a sudden winter storm. Caught in a huge artificial glow, a group of people are huddled close together, their fluorescent jackets shining with water, forming a screen around the car.

I run along the road, back to the Fiat, and get in, and in the abrupt silence of the interior I listen to my breathing. Then I start the engine and drive off. The wood falls away behind the car, like something letting go, and then there’s not much to see: the flash of catseyes and chevrons and triangles, the gradual build-up of the suburbs strung between darkened retail parks and roundabouts.

At home in the flat, once I’ve taken off my wet clothes and had a warm shower, I don’t quite know what to do with myself. It’s late, nearly eleven, and I don’t feel tired, and I don’t feel hungry, but I make some toast anyway, and a cup of tea, and grab the blanket from my bed and wrap myself in it. Then I sit in front of the television for a while, thinking about Alice, the voice in the dark; and, more distantly, about her husband. He’ll know by now. Perhaps he’ll be with her, in the hospital. Their lives thrown around like a handful of jacks, coming to settle in a new, dangerous configuration, all because of an icy patch on the road and a half-glimpse of a fox. The thought of this, the random luck and lucklessness of an ordinary life, frightens me as much as anything has tonight.

For once, I’m glad to be in the office. I get in early and sit at my desk, sipping the cappuccino I picked up at the sandwich bar on the corner. The cups are smaller than the ones you get at Starbucks but the coffee is stronger, and today, after a bad night’s sleep, that’s what I need. I look at my emails and check the queue: a few people have filed copy over the weekend, but not as many as had promised they would.

You’d have thought working on the books pages of the Questioner would be a doddle, that the section would more or less run itself; but every week it falls to me to rescue some celebrity professor or literary wunderkind from hanging participles or apostrophe catastrophes. I’m a subeditor, an invisible production drone: always out in the slips, waiting to save people from their own mistakes. If I fumble the catch I’ll hear about it from Mary Pym, the literary editor. Mary is at her best on the phone, buttering up her famous contacts, or at J. Sheekey, where she takes her pet contributors as compensation for the disappointing nature of the Questioner’s word rate.

One day, it is assumed, Mary’s expenses (the cabs, the first-class train tickets, the boutique hotels she checks into during the literary festival season) will have to be curtailed, as those of the other section heads have been. But for now, she sails on regardless. Stars still want to write for Mary, despite our dwindling circulation and the mounting sense that it’s all happening elsewhere, on the net.

No sign of Mary yet, but Tom from Travel is in, and we exchange hellos. Monday is a quiet day at the office: the newsroom on the west side of the building remains peaceful and empty until well into Tuesday. At the point when my weekend begins, when I’ve sent the books pages to press on Thursday afternoon, the newsroom is just starting to come to life, limbering up for the final sweaty sprint to deadline in the early hours of Sunday morning. Once or twice I’ve done a Saturday shift on the newsdesk, and it’s not to my taste: the swearing and antler-locking, the stories that fall through at the last minute, the eleventh-hour calls from ministers attempting to reshape a page lead. I always associate deadlines with the sour smell of vinegar-soused chips eaten out of polystyrene shells, a smell that is circulated endlessly by the air conditioning so that it’s still just perceptible this morning.

Mary arrives, her coat over one arm, her enormous handbag open to show off the gigantic turquoise Smythson diary in which she keeps all her secrets. She’s on her mobile, unctuously attending to someone’s ego. ‘I’ll get it biked round immediately,’ she says. ‘Unless you’d rather I had it couriered out?’ She cocks her head to one side, manhandles the diary on to my desk, and makes a note in her exquisite copperplate. ‘Absolutely!’ she says, nodding and writing. ‘So thrilled you can do this. There is the worry that he’s going off the boil rather. I’m sure you can make sense of it for us.’

She ends the call and moves on to her desk without acknowledging me. ‘Ambrose Pritchett is doing the new Paul Crewe,’ she murmurs a few moments later, not looking around, as her terminal bongs into life. ‘Filing a week on Thursday. Can you get the book to him before he leaves for the airport at ten forty-five? He wants to start it on the flight.’

I look at the clock. It’s nearly ten already. I don’t know where the preview copy is, and I know I can’t ask Mary. That sort of thing drives her up the wall. (‘Do I look like a fucking librarian, darling?’) So I ring the courier desk and book an urgent bike, and then I start to search through the shelves where we store advance copies. I try to file books by genre and alphabetically, but as neither Mary nor her twenty-three-year-old deputy Oliver Culpeper (every bit as bumptious as he is well connected) can be bothered with that approach, it’s not exactly a foolproof system. Eventually I find it, nudged behind Helen Simpson and the confessions of a coke-head stand-up with whom Mary shared a platform at Hay last summer. By the time I’ve written a covering note and shoved the Crewe in a padded envelope and taken it down to the couriers’ office, it’s quarter past. I’m standing in the elevator lobby, looking at my reflection in the stainless steel doors, when my mobile rings. I don’t recognise the number.

‘Frances Thorpe?’

‘Speaking,’ I say. Somehow I know it’s the police. It all comes back, the feeling of last night: the dark, the rain, the uselessness. I swallow hard. My throat is dry. In the doors, I see a pinched, nervous-looking girl, with blue shadows under her eyes: a pale, insignificant sort of person.

‘I’m Sergeant O’Driscoll from Brewster Street police station. My colleagues in Fulbury Norton have passed on your details. It’s with regard to the road traffic accident last night.’

‘Oh,’ I say, as the lift doors open. Road traffic accident. Why do they say that? What other sort of accident could there be on a road? ‘I’ve been thinking about her. Alice, I mean. Is there any news? How is she doing?’

‘We were hoping you could come down to the station, so we could go through your statement with you,’ he says. ‘Just to make sure you’re happy with it. Just in case anything else has occurred to you in the meantime.’

‘Well, yes, I could do that. I don’t have anything more to say. I’ve told you everything. But if it’ll help … How is she?’ I say again.

There’s a little pause. ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Miss Thorpe, but she was very badly injured in the incident. She died at the scene.’

‘Oh,’ I say. Then, ‘How awful.’

The lift doors part on the fifth floor and I go back to my desk and write down the details on a Post-it.

At lunchtime, I leave the office, wrapping my red and purple scarf tightly around my throat and pulling it up over my mouth against the slicing cold, and start to walk, skirting the mainline station with its multiple retail opportunities, passing the old gasworks and the new library, cutting down several Georgian terraces and crossing the canal with its motionless skin of litter. Every so often, I walk by a café or a cheap restaurant with steamed-up windows, and the sound of coffee machines and cutlery comes out as someone arrives or leaves, and then the door swings shut and the sound dies away.

Once I get off the main roads, not many people are about. It’s a bleak white winter day: the trees are bare, the patches of municipal grass are scuffed and balding, patrolled by the more desperate sort of pigeon. Now and then the cloud thins enough for a suggestion of the sun to appear, a low ghostly orb behind the council blocks.

At Brewster Street reception, an empty room without any natural light, there’s no one behind the security window. I wait for a few moments and then I go and knock on a door, and a cross-looking woman comes to the screen and says Sergeant O’Driscoll’s on his break and should be back soon. Annoyed, I take a seat on a moulded plastic chair and, by the fizzing, popping illumination of a strip bulb, work my way through the sticky pages of an old Closer.

After a while I hear doors opening and shutting, and the buzz of a security lock being released, and then O’Driscoll comes out to fetch me, still licking his fingers and chewing the last of his lunch. He’s young, as Wren was last night, maybe in his mid or late twenties. Younger than me, with lots of product on his hair, a raw sort of complexion, and spots on his neck. He takes me into a side room and pushes some pages over the tabletop: Wren’s notes from last night, typed up, fed through a spellchecker and emailed across the country in a fraction of a second. I read through them carefully while O’Driscoll taps his teeth with a biro, and though of course she hasn’t caught my tone of voice or my turn of phrase, the facts are all correct and unarguable. ‘I’ve got nothing to add,’ I say, putting my hand flat on the report.

‘It all seems pretty straightforward,’ O’Driscoll says, passing me the pen, along with the whiff of falafel. ‘If you could just sign – there. The reports are only preliminary at this point, of course, but all the scene evidence confirms your account of what she told you. The driver tried to avoid something in the road, and the black ice, unfortunately, did the rest. And if she was travelling at speed, of course …’

He lets the words hang in the air while I scribble my name on the line.

‘There’ll be an inquest, but it’s just a formality. I doubt you’ll be needed,’ he says, pulling the papers back to his side of the table and rapping them officiously against the Formica so they stack up, then rising to his feet. ‘Well, thank you for your assistance. Get in touch if anything else comes to mind.’ He stands back, holding open the door for me. ‘Oh, there is one more thing I should mention,’ he adds, as I wind the scarf around my neck and shrug myself into my backpack. ‘There’s a chance the family will want to make contact with you. It can be useful for – you know – closure.’ I can tell that he’d like to be making ironic speech marks with his fingers, but knows this would be inappropriate. ‘Part of the grieving process. After all, as I understand it, you were the last person to have a, um, conversation with her. Would you have a problem with that?’

‘No, I … I don’t think so,’ I say, not at all sure how I really feel about this.

‘Great stuff. Well, if the family wants to be in touch, they’ll do so through the FLO.’

‘Who?’

‘Oh, sorry – the Family Liaison Officer. Anyway, they may not feel the need. We’ll play it by ear,’ he says, slotting the biro back into his pocket. ‘This may well be the end of the matter.’

I stop in the doorway. ‘Who was she?’ I ask, reminded how little I know about her, this person who spoke her last words with only me to hear them. ‘What can you tell me about her?’

He sighs briefly, probably thinking of the cup of coffee cooling on his desk, and flips back through the report. ‘So, Alice Kite,’ he says, running a finger down the text. ‘Mid-fifties. House in London and a weekend place, looks like, near Biddenbrooke. Married with two adult children.’ Then he’s shaking hands, and saying goodbye, and I’m back out in the cold, retracing my steps to the office.

As I walk, I hear her saying again, ‘You’re very kind’: an easy remark it had sounded at the time, but now I know how much it must have cost her. It seems strange that I know little more about her than the automatic associations that come with a certain sort of voice, and turn of phrase, and make of car.

Maybe this will be the end of the matter, as O’Driscoll said.

‘Oh, no, you poor thing!’ says Hester. She’s the first person I’ve told. I have no particular confidantes at work, and I didn’t want to call up anyone else simply so I could drop it into the conversation; but I do feel a relief, a lessening of tension, now I’ve finally put it into words.

‘So you were coming back from Mum and Dad’s, and you just saw the wreck on the road?’

‘Well, sort of.’

‘Jesus,’ she says. ‘Was it, you know, traumatic? Could you see everything? Was she in distress?’

I know Hester’s really asking: was she covered in blood? Was she screaming? She sounds almost disappointed when I describe the scene, the oddly formal nature of my conversation with Alice, which in any other circumstance might be comical. ‘How are you doing, really?’ she asks, dropping her voice, inviting a greater intimacy.

‘Oh, not too bad,’ I say. I adjust my position on the sofa and switch the phone to my other ear. I’m wondering whether to tell her about the times over the last few days when I’ve found myself back kneeling in the wet bracken, searching for the emergency lights in the distance, desperately willing them to appear. These memories feel every bit as sharp and shocking – as full of panic and uselessness – as the reality was. I have the sense the remembered experience is becoming more clearly delineated as the days go on, and I wasn’t expecting that.

The sound of the crying, too, has begun to assail me at unwelcome moments, moments when my mind should be empty, when I’m at my most vulnerable. Late at night as I lie in bed, buried under a comforting weight of blankets, sliding towards sleep. Or early in the morning, long before the grey dawn. I’ve started to wake up very early, and sometimes I can’t be sure whether I’m hearing Alice, or the sound of foxes out in the gardens.

‘Will you just put that back, darling. No: I said, put it back,’ Hester is saying, and the moment passes. She comes back on the line. ‘I must go and start their bath,’ she says. ‘How were Mum and Dad, anyway?’

‘Oh, you know,’ I say. ‘Same old.’

We laugh together, back on more stable territory, and she invites me over for lunch on Saturday. I know I’ll be expected to offer to babysit that evening, as long as I haven’t made other plans; but to be honest a few hours of Playmobil and an M&S curry in front of Charlie’s extravagance of TV channels sounds pretty good right now. There are worse ways to spend a Saturday night. I should know.

Once the call is over, I put a pan of water on the hob. I’m chopping tomatoes for the sauce while the onions and garlic soften, and the radio is on, and I have a glass of wine, and the flat’s looking nice, everything in its place, and the pendant above the kitchen table is casting a cosy pool of light over the daffodils in the blue jug. Because of the warmth of the kitchen, they’re just starting to shoulder their way out of their frowsty papery cases.

It’s not bad, I think. You’re not so badly off, are you?

A tiny movement outside the kitchen window catches my eye, and I stop and lean over the sink and look out, down on to the street, and I can see – in the illuminated triangles beneath the street lamps – that snow has started to fall, slowly and steadily.

It falls and falls, for days and days. It seems, for a while, that the snow is the only thing happening in the world. It catches London off guard. Buses are left abandoned on roads. Schools are closed. Councils run out of salt. And when I wake up in the morning, my first thoughts are not of Alice, but of hope that the snow is still out there, still working its disruptive, glamorous magic.

On my day off, I walk across the Heath, through a sort of blizzard. All the usual landmarks – the paths, the ponds, the play areas, the running track – are sinking deep beneath lavish drifts. Under a pewter sky, Parliament Hill is glazed with ice. Blinded by flurries, people are tobogganing down it on dustbin lids, carrier bags, tea trays stolen from the cafeteria near the bandstand. The shrieks and shouts fade quickly into insulated silence as I walk on towards the trees, their branches indistinctly freighted with white. Soon the only sounds are the powdery crunch of the snow beneath my boots, the catch of my breath.

When I reach Hampstead, the flakes are falling less furiously; now they’re twinkling down, decorous and decorative. I trudge up Christchurch Hill and Flask Walk, looking in the windows, which are always cleaner – more reflective, more transparent – than the windows in my part of town. I see earthenware bowls of clementines, books left face-down on green velvet sofas, a dappled rocking horse in a bay window. A tortoiseshell cat sits beside a vase of pussy willow, its cold yellow eyes tracking me without real interest. I pass on a little farther and am peering down into a basement kitchen when the person who is moving around in front of the cooker notices me and comes to the window and tweaks the angle of the plantation shutters, denying me my view.

In the high street I go into an expensive teashop, grab an empty table in the window, and order a cup of hot chocolate and a pistachio macaroon. An elderly man in a dashing scarf sits at the next table, working his way through a newspaper full of weather stories: cancelled flights, ice-skating in the Fens, the plight of Welsh hill farmers. Outside, strangers are sliding around, clutching at each other for stability, laughing. There is a strange festive atmosphere: the usual rules do not apply.

I drink my hot chocolate and get my book out of my pocket and start to read, shutting everything out, enjoying the sense of being part of something and yet at arm’s length from it. I do my best reading in cafés. I find it hard to read at home, in absolute silence.

‘Is this seat taken?’ someone asks. I look up reluctantly. It’s a young woman with a toddler in a snowsuit, his round cheeks scalded with the cold.

‘I’m just going,’ I say, knocking back the dark syrupy dregs of my drink. Then I leave her to it.

I’m nearly home when my phone rings. Someone introduces herself as Sergeant Kate Wiggins. She says she has been assigned to the family of Alice Kite, to help them through ‘this very painful time’. As I listen, the unwelcome sensations begin again: the prickle of panic, of helplessness. Feelings which, over the last few days, have started to recede a little.

I know what she’s going to say before she says it.

‘I don’t think I can,’ I say quickly, without having to reflect. And saying the words, I feel the fear losing purchase, just slightly.

Kate Wiggins pauses. ‘I know it must be difficult for you,’ she says, in an understanding voice. ‘You’ve had a very traumatic experience. Sometimes, witnesses find that meeting the family can actually be cathartic, on a personal level.’

‘I don’t want to. I’ve told the police everything that happened. I don’t see what a meeting would achieve. It would just stir things up again.’

‘Of course, it’s not helpful to generalise but quite often, in circumstances like this, the family isn’t looking for answers. They just want to meet the person who was there. To say thank you, really. I know, for example, that Mrs Kite’s family, her husband, her son and daughter, are relieved she wasn’t alone at the end. I think they are grateful to you and it would mean a lot if they could meet you and tell you that themselves.’

‘Well – I have stuff of my own going on,’ I say, desperate to get her off the phone. ‘It’s not really something I feel up to right now.’

‘Absolutely. Take your time,’ Kate Wiggins says generously, seizing on the tiny opportunity I’ve clumsily afforded her. ‘There’s no hurry. Let me know when you feel ready.’

‘Fine,’ I say, pretending to take down her number. ‘Yes, of course.’ Then I go home and do my best to forget all about it.

Oliver is doing the post, tearing apart corrugated cardboard parcels to reveal novelty golf guides and pink paperbacks with line drawings of high heels and cupcakes on the covers, chucking most of them into a large carton bound for Oxfam or (if he can be bothered, which he usually can’t) eBay. There’s an idiotic tyranny to the post delivered to the books desk: wave after wave of ghosted memoirs and coffee-table photography retrospectives and eco-lifestyle manuals, none of which even vaguely fit the Questioner’s remit. Maybe one book in ten is put aside, waiting to be assigned to a reviewer.

I do my best to have nothing to do with Oliver, the son of one of our more famous theatrical knights, but his voice – as fruity and far-reaching as his father’s – makes this difficult.

‘Oh, here’s something interesting,’ he’s saying to Mary, waving a hardback in her direction. ‘We should do something big, shouldn’t we?’

Mary pulls her spectacles low on her nose and inspects the cover. ‘Oh, absolutely – ask for an interview, if he’s doing any. I’m surprised they didn’t push back publication. Maybe it was too late.’

Oliver finds the press release tucked inside the flyleaf, and picks up the phone. I hear him flirting in a bread-and-butter fashion with the PR. There’s a little shop gossip about a book launch they both attended earlier in the week, and then he says, ‘The new Laurence Kyte … we’d love to have an interview.’ He listens, putting his head on one side and pulling a comedy sad face – furrowed brow, fat lower lip – for Mary’s benefit, though as she is scrolling through a layout on screen his efforts are wasted. ‘Oh, that’s a shame,’ he says finally. ‘But of course, in the circumstances … Such a terrible thing to happen. Well, if he changes his mind … Or maybe we can do something when the paperback comes out? Yeah – you too. Take care, babe.

‘He’s not doing any publicity. She sounds sick as a pike,’ he adds, swinging his feet off the bin. ‘Should we get Berenice to review it? Or Simon?’

‘Simon,’ says Mary without looking up.

Oliver puts the book on the shelves, awaiting dispatch.

Later, when they’ve both gone to morning conference, I go over and pick it up. It’s a novel called Affliction. A fairly plain cover, a drawing of a man’s shadow falling over a patch of city pavement: puddles, a cigarette butt, scraps of litter. I turn it over. There’s a small photograph of the author on the back of the dust jacket, nothing too flash, though it’s nicely composed. He’s standing in front of a tall dark hedge, resting his hand on a sundial speckled with lichen. His face is, naturally, familiar. Laurence Kyte. Of course. I wonder why I hadn’t made the connection. I didn’t know he had a place near Biddenbrooke. Beneath the picture is printed in small italic font, ‘Author photograph by Alys Kyte’.

The biographical note is only two short sentences, as is usually the way with the big-hitters: ‘Laurence Kyte was born in Stepney in 1951. He lives in London.’ No mention of the Booker, then, though he won it five years ago, or was it six? No mention of the ghastly movie Hollywood squeezed out of Ampersand; no mention, either, of the rather more successful adaptation – he did the screenplay, I seem to remember – of The Ha-Ha, which earned Daniel Day-Lewis an Oscar.

I flick through the pages. I’ve not read any Kyte but I know the spectrum of his interests: politics, sex, death, the terminal malaise of Western civilisation. In Kyte’s books, middle-aged, middle-class men – architects and anthropologists, engineers and haematologists – struggle with the decline in their physical powers, a decline which mirrors the state of the culture around them. Kyte’s prose style is famously ‘challenging’, ‘inventive’ and ‘muscular’; usually it’s ‘uncompromising’, too. Not words that do it for me, particularly. I read the first few pages. It’s all very clever. Then I read the dedication. ‘For Alys. Always.’

I didn’t save Kate Wiggins’ number, but it’s stored on my phone anyway, under ‘calls received’.

‘Hello, it’s Frances Thorpe,’ I say when she answers. ‘You called me the other day, about the accident involving Alys Kyte? I’ve had the chance to get myself together a bit. If you really think it would help them, I guess I feel up to meeting the family now.’

The Highgate house is set back rather grandly from the street: gravel, gateposts, the humped suggestion of a shrubbery. A dingy pile of old snow is lying in the lee of the garden wall, evidently out of reach of the winter sun on the rare occasions when it might appear; otherwise there is little sign of it left in the front garden and the wide front steps have been scraped clear of ice. Apart from the glow of the stained-glass fanlight – smoky purple grapes spilling forth from a golden horn – the house itself is in darkness. It’s five o’clock, teatime, but could just as well be midnight.

A security light clicks on as I walk up the steps and press the bell but I hear nothing: no chime, no footfall. I was nervous enough about this meeting to start with and now, before I’ve even gone inside, I’m feeling caught out, on the hop.

Perhaps I didn’t press the bell hard enough? Perhaps it’s broken?

I wait another few seconds, just to see whether anyone’s coming, and then press it again, firmly this time, though with a similar result. A moment passes, and then I hear the sound of light footsteps, followed by the snap of the lock. A trim-looking young woman in a zippered fleece and knee-length corduroy skirt opens the door.

‘Frances,’ she says, clasping my hand and looking me squarely in the face, an onslaught of sincerity. ‘I’m Kate Wiggins. The family’s downstairs.’

In the hall, I take off my scarf and jacket. There’s a worn scarlet rug underfoot, Turkish, by the look of it. A tall pot of umbrellas and cricket bats. A rack of wellingtons and shoes and hiking boots. A wall of coats, slumped there like so many turned backs.

The air is full of scent: flowers, the creamy sweetness of their fragrance. There’s a bowl of hyacinths on the hall table, next to the spill of unopened post, and as we walk down the corridor I look off into the shadowy reception rooms on either side and see containers filled with roses, lilies, irises, freesias, mostly white and still bound in luxurious cellophane ruffs and curls of ribbon.

The staircase at the end of the hall curves down into the open-plan kitchen: a judicious combination of heritage (flagstones, butler’s sink, Aga, a dresser stacked with Cornish-ware) and contemporary (forensic lighting, a stainless steel fridge the size of a Victorian wardrobe). More flowers are crammed into jars and jugs along the bookshelves and the windowsills and the oak refectory table, around which three people are sitting. A fourth figure, a girl, stands at the French windows, a cat angling around her ankles. As I descend, the girl glances away from the back garden, the golden rectangles of light falling on the preserved fragments of snow, and fastens her pale eyes on me. It’s a very desperate sort of scrutiny. It makes me feel even more self-conscious. Carefully, I look down and watch my feet moving over the last few stairs.

‘Laurence Kyte,’ he says, rising from the table and coming towards me. ‘Thanks for agreeing to see us. Can I call you Frances?’

I take his hand. ‘I’m so sorry for your loss,’ I say.

He swallows. The cheap remark is fresh, still a shock, for him. Seeing his vulnerability I feel a strange tremor of excitement. This man I know from the half-page reviews and the diary pages and the guest slots on Newsnight, with his authority and remorseless judgements, standing here before me, shouldering his grief, bowed down by it. I have something he wants, I think, with a prickle of possibility. I wonder if I can give it to him. ‘Thank you,’ he says. ‘These are my children, Edward and Polly.’

Edward is mid-twenties, tall, fair, slight-looking, and his greeting is non-committal, courteous but impersonal. Polly, a few years younger, comes away from the French windows towards me and as we shake hands she twists her mouth to stop herself from crying. Her narrow white face is blotchy with old tears. She looks like a little mouse, I think. I squeeze her hand. ‘I’m Frances,’ I say.

‘And this is Charlotte Black,’ Laurence Kyte says, indicating the third person at the table, a woman in her fifties. Plain dark clothes, the sort that cost serious money, a heavy silver cuff on her wrist. ‘A friend of the family.’

Of course I know of Charlotte Black, Kyte’s agent. She has quite a reputation.

Kate Wiggins has been standing back, letting us get on with it. Now, in her supportive administrative role, she offers me a cup of tea or coffee. I feel too nervous to have a preference. ‘Water’s fine,’ I say.

‘Well, I’m having a glass of wine,’ says Laurence. ‘I think we can probably all agree this situation calls for a drink.’

He locates a particular bottle of red in the rack under the counter, and brings the glasses to the table. While he’s doing this, his children are taking their seats at it, side by side, not looking at each other. They are dreading this, I think. They want to know, but they’re scared of what I might tell them.

Charlotte, at the end of the table, smiles reassuringly at me. ‘Kate was saying you don’t live far away?’

‘Down the hill,’ I say. ‘No, not far at all.’ Of course, my part of north London, maybe a mile off, is quite a contrast to this one, as it’s dominated by arterial roads, betting shops and the empty mid-rise office blocks which no tenants can be persuaded to occupy. The Kytes live in a very different London. Their neighbourhood is a sequence of broad, moneyed avenues running between green spaces – various woods and parks, the Heath – and what the locals call ‘the village’, a high street full of coffee shops, estate agents and boutiques selling organic face creams and French children’s-wear.

Laurence uncorks the bottle and starts to pour. Kate Wiggins shakes her head when he looks at her, but everyone else accepts a glass. Finally, we’re all sitting at the table, ready. I hold the glass in my hand. It’s a solid, simple goblet. Danish, I expect. When I taste the wine, I try to concentrate on it, but I’m really a bit too on edge, waiting to see how the Kytes want to play this.

Let them set the pace, Wiggins had suggested. They’ll let you know what they need to know. And if you can’t answer their questions, just say so. I put my glass down and fold my hands in my lap. The table vibrates slightly: Edward, jiggling his foot, betraying his nerves. To my surprise, he speaks first.

‘We wanted to meet you to tell you how grateful we are,’ he begins, as if he’s finally delivering a speech which he has rehearsed privately many times. ‘We’ve been taken through your statement, and it has been a real comfort to know that Mum wasn’t on her own at the end. That she had someone to talk to … someone who could talk to her.’

Polly looks up, her eyes blurring, and asks in a burst, ‘Can you tell us what she said? We know what you told the police, but … did she sound like herself?’

Kate Wiggins says, ‘Polly, I’m not sure whether Frances can—’ and then I interrupt her, with a firmness I don’t feel, and I say, ‘We talked. She was quite … together. She wasn’t in distress, or at least if she was, she controlled it. You know I couldn’t see her?’

For some reason, I want them all to be reminded of this. Polly nods, her pale eyes fixed on me.

I glance around the table. Everyone seems to be waiting for something – for me to continue, I realise. I have everyone’s absolute attention. It’s an alarming feeling, but not altogether disagreeable.

‘It was very dark,’ I say, my voice sounding small in that huge white space. ‘And because of that and the position of the car I couldn’t see how injured she was. I didn’t know. She told me she might have hurt her legs, but otherwise she seemed OK. She didn’t seem to be in pain. She said she’d come off the road avoiding a fox. She talked about living near by, she mentioned the car had recently been cleaned.’

At the edge of my vision, I see Laurence suddenly drop his head, staring down at his hands, processing this reminder of a previous life.

‘Yes,’ I say, as if it’s all coming back to me, ‘She cracked a sort of joke about how her husband – you – had just had the car cleaned.’

Polly makes a noise at this point: part laugh, part sob. Charlotte Black pushes the box of tissues across the table, reaches out to catch hold of Polly’s fingers. Her cuff winks in the light.

‘She thanked me for keeping her company. I remember thinking, what a dignified sort of person she seemed.’ As a matter of fact, this thought had crossed my mind only subsequently, reading over my statement with O’Driscoll, but it’s the sort of thing I imagine they’d like to hear – need to hear, really.

Polly’s really crying now, into a handful of Kleenex. Edward is very still. I leave a little pause, just a tiny beat, and then, because it’s irresistible, I say, ‘And of course, when I told her I could see the ambulance coming, she said, “Tell them I love them.” ’

As I speak, I feel Wiggins shifting slightly beside me. This wasn’t in the statement.

‘Just that,’ I say. ‘ “Tell them I love them.” It was the last thing she said to me.’

I look up, into Laurence’s face, the eye of the storm, and I see him exhale, and as that breath leaves him, his energy seems to leach away with it. He looks more like an old man now, weak and tired, hollow with exhaustion. When he lifts his glass to his lips, his hand is trembling. Charlotte Black presses knuckles to her eyes. I get the feeling she’s startled and embarrassed by her reaction. Edward is staring at the table. The only sound is Polly, weeping.

‘There’s really nothing else I can tell you,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry, it doesn’t seem very much.’

‘Well,’ says Laurence finally. ‘I have no questions. You’ve been very kind, Frances. Very sensitive. Thank you for that, as well as …’ His voice trails off. Then he looks around, remembering himself, consulting his children, clearing his throat. ‘Does anyone else want to ask anything?’

The room stays quiet.

‘I really wish I could have done more,’ I say. Then I have another sip of wine. It’s an intensely dark red which briefly stains the glass when you tilt it. Were I more knowledgeable, perhaps it would taste like the wines I read about in novels and restaurant reviews, which always seem to taste of plums and cherries and cinnamon. I’d quite like to finish it, but this might seem inappropriate, greedy, so I push the glass away with a tiny sigh. Kate Wiggins gives me a discreet nod and starts to ease her chair back from the table. I am being dismissed.

‘I should be on my way,’ I say. ‘But if you have any more questions, if I can do anything …’

‘Won’t you finish your glass? Stay for some supper?’ says Polly, her fists full of damp tissues – she has managed to collect herself at last – but I can tell the rest of the family is surprised and slightly disconcerted by her offer. I shake my head and stand up. Charlotte Black says she will see me out and, after a pause, Kate Wiggins gives me a smile of thanks, and then I’m saying goodbye to them all, one by one. When I come to Polly I put my hand on her sleeve and apply just a little pressure and I make sure our eyes meet while I say, ‘Take care, won’t you?’ and then I follow Charlotte back up the stairs.

‘What wonderful flowers,’ I say, as we walk down the corridor, back towards the front door.

‘They keep coming – even this long after the funeral,’ Charlotte says. ‘People are so incredibly kind, but it’s almost too much, there are no more vases, we’ve had to put them in ice buckets, and all the sinks are full of them. Alys loved flowers. You know about her garden at Biddenbrooke? Oh, it’s quite famous. You should see it in June. All white flowers, of course.’

She watches me while I put on my jacket and scarf. ‘Wait a minute,’ she says. Then she goes into one of the rooms and when she comes back out, she has a big hand-tied bouquet in her arms: creamy roses and ranunculus trussed up in thick rustling layers of tissue paper, purple and sober dove-grey.

‘They won’t miss them,’ she says. ‘Take them, for heaven’s sake. Alys would have hated those flowers to just sit there in a dark room, not being looked at. Honestly, it’s fine, no one minds. Take them.’

I walk back through the slippery streets holding the flowers, the white petals cool and firm when they brush against my cheek; and although my hands are soon numb with cold from the wet stems, I find myself enjoying the conspicuous beauty of my trophy, the glances it attracts and the alternative life it seems to suggest.

In the flat, I remove the tissue paper and cellophane and discover the little note tucked inside, which I realise is from the controller of Radio 4 and her husband (‘To Laurence, Teddy and Pol. All our sympathy and best love’), and then I trim the stems and put the arrangement in my bedroom, so I can drift in and out of the scent as I sleep.

A week or so later, as the petals begin to tumble off in milky clusters, I find an envelope waiting in my pigeonhole when I get home from work. A stiff white card inside, the scratch of a fountain pen, the pulse of blue-black ink. It’s from Polly, inviting me to the memorial service in a month’s time. ‘We would be so glad to see you if you felt like coming,’ she writes. Beneath her name, three quick automatic kisses: ‘XXX’. I put the note on the mantelpiece and, when I mention it to Hester, I say I haven’t decided whether to go or not. Of course, this isn’t strictly true.

I sit at the back of the church, which is spectacularly full. It’s an expensive crowd: plenty of familiar faces behind the out-size shades. I see Mary Pym several pews in front, leaning over to greet a playwright; one entire row is occupied by senior representatives from McCaskill, Laurence Kyte’s publisher. As well as some distinguished actors and academics and a few cabinet ministers, there’s a healthy showing from his old Soho cohort, the poets and raffish literary hacks he ran with after Oxford (he still plays tennis with Malcolm Azaria and Nikolai Titov at weekends, according to the cuts I’ve been browsing online).

Kate Wiggins, in a tidy jacket and shiny heels, comes over to say a quiet hello before the service starts. ‘I wondered if you’d be here,’ she says. ‘Polly asked for your details, I hope it was OK to give them to her.’

Of course, I say. She’s on the point of saying something else – possibly a reference to the little extra that I dropped into the discussion in the Kytes’ kitchen? Most likely she’s forgotten all about it – when there’s a general fluttering as people reach in unison for their orders of service. She murmurs, ‘I’ll see you later,’ and returns to her seat.

Yes, Laurence and his children are entering the church, coming down the aisle. Edward – Teddy – is erect and inscrutable, wearing a defensive social polish which allows him to smile at people in the congregation, but Polly, drooping in black, reminds me of a bird in the rain. A fragile-looking elderly lady whom I take to be Alys’s mother walks with them, clasping Laurence’s arm. He has lost some weight, I think.

We stand to sing ‘Eternal Father Strong to Save’. Initially this trawlerman’s hymn strikes me as a strange choice but, as we work through the verses, its vision of the tinpot vulnerability of human existence seems increasingly fitting.

All around me, people are fumbling in pockets and bags for tissues.

Teddy, very composed, reads a poem by Christina Rossetti. A middle-aged woman – an old schoolfriend? A neighbour from Biddenbrooke? – rushes through a passage from one of Vita Sackville-West’s gardening columns and then sits down, blowing her nose. A tenor sings a song by Peter Warlock.

Then Malcolm Azaria, bearish and grizzled in a black moleskin suit going grey at the knees, delivers the eulogy.

He speaks with tremendous warmth and affection, but without attempting to disguise Alys’s quirks and flaws. If anything, he draws our attention to them. In doing so he conjures up Alys as a vivid presence where previously I’ve found only an absence.

I listen, holding my breath, as he talks about first hearing about Alys one evening at the French House, shortly after she’d arrived at art school from Salisbury. ‘We were all very down on Alys,’ he says, with a dry little cough of amusement. ‘We thought she must be some ghastly Lorelei, come to steal Laurence away from us. And that belief flourished until we actually met her. And then we all, without exception, fell in love with her.’

As Azaria speaks, she’s coming into view: her enthusiasms, her eccentricities, her weaknesses. Someone with an eye for beauty and for the absurd; a dreamy sort of person, given to absent-mindedness, always generating (‘along with damson jam and those famous mountains of meringues we enjoyed beneath the apple trees at Biddenbrooke’) a certain carnival atmosphere of chaos. There’s an amused, affectionate rumble of recognition as he talks about the lost passports, the missed trains, the Sunday lunches eaten in the very late afternoon.

‘And yet she never forgot the truly important things,’ he says, raising a finger. ‘When you got a terrible review, Alys was always the first person on the phone – the only person you could face speaking to – to suggest a long walk, a bottle of claret, or a light spot of firebombing.’

Briefly, he describes her occasional fits of melancholy: ‘Her extraordinary talent for happiness was not always best served by the world around her.’ He talks at more length about the most reliable sources of that happiness: the pleasure she took in her garden, her children, and her partnership with her husband. ‘Other people’s marriages are invariably a mystery to outsiders,’ he says. ‘But this one, you always felt, was the best sort of mystery, with secret caves and smugglers and gypsy caravans and a proper high tea at the end of it.’ He stops to let the muted, grateful laughter subside, gestures clumsily towards the front row, and says, ‘Truly, Laurence, Teddy, Polly – our hearts go out to you.’ Then, quickly, he steps down and returns to his seat.

I see Laurence leaning over to thank him, putting a hand out to touch his.

After the service, the crowd ebbs gradually out of church, small groups forming and breaking off during the procession towards the Kytes’ house: middle-aged couples, gangs of tall tearful-looking girls, an elderly lady with a guide dog. It’s a blustery early spring day: the wind whipping through the trees in The Grove, patches of blue coming and going like little shocks in the sky. The tension is easing. People are kissing each other in greeting, and smiling. There’s the relieved sense that everyone has been through an ordeal, and that a stiff drink is not too far off.

I see Azaria and Paul Crewe pausing by the small stone cross to light their cigarettes, deep in discussion with Charlotte Black and a younger woman whose black tangle of hair is streaked with a badger flash of white at the temple. Then a sudden squall of rain hits, and the group moves off in a hurry, pulling jackets and scarves over heads, hastening along in the usual inelegant manner.

I’ve stopped under some trees and am waiting there, warily looking up at the sky, when I hear someone calling my name.

‘Frances,’ says Polly, bringing her umbrella over my head. ‘I hoped I’d see you. You are coming back to the house, aren’t you?’ I get the feeling that she hasn’t any tears left for today and, free of the blotches and the red-rimmed eyes, she is really rather pretty, in a silvery, insubstantial fashion.

We walk on together, in the dark intimacy of the umbrella’s shelter. At first, we keep bumping into each other, falling out of step, until she nudges my arm with hers and says, ‘Hook in, will you?’ After that, it’s much easier.

I say how good the service was, how affecting I found Malcolm Azaria’s address.

‘Oh yes,’ says Polly. ‘Malcolm always knows what to say. He’s one of Dad’s oldest friends, you know. He and his wife Jo – she’s the one in the turquoise coat – have been very good to us since Mum died. Keeping an eye on Dad, popping round, taking him out to lunch, that sort of thing. Making sure he’s OK.’

‘And … how is he?’

‘Mmm,’ says Polly with a shrug, a little gesture of grief and bafflement. ‘It’s hard to say, really. He gets up, goes for walks, picks up books from the bookshop, goes into his study, comes out for meals. I don’t think he’s writing anything yet, and I think that’s worrying him. Personally, I think it’s far too soon for anything like that. But what do I know.’

‘And what about you?’ I ask, as we turn into the Kytes’ street.

‘Me? Oh, OK. You know.’

‘No, I don’t,’ I say. ‘I don’t know anything about you.’

This isn’t true, of course. From my online research (from various profiles of her father, from her slack Facebook privacy settings and her Twitter feed) I know that she’s nineteen and at drama college, not a top-flight one, but a decent one nonetheless. I know that she went to a London girls’ school until sixteen, and then to an arty liberal boarding school where she fell in with people called things like Tabitha and Inigo. I know she spent her year off teaching in South Africa and interning in an administrative capacity at the National Theatre. I know she has just split up with a BBC trainee called Sandeev.

Polly stops and stares at me. ‘No. No, of course you don’t. It’s ridiculous, but somehow I feel as if you know everything already.’

She tucks my arm back into hers and starts to walk again. The shoes I bought for the occasion are soaking up the rain; it’s hard to navigate puddles when you’re being marched along like this. I feel as if I’m being swept up by the sheer force of her personality.

‘It’s pretty shit, I guess,’ she says, as lightly as she can manage. ‘People tell me it takes a long time to get used to something like this, let alone get over it … As if that will ever happen. Some mornings I wake up feeling OK about stuff, and then there’s this horrible moment when I remember. It’s like falling.’ Her voice trails off.

‘I think about her all the time,’ she says, bleakly, eventually. ‘Wish I could tell her stuff. Ask her things.’

We’re going up the drive now. The gravel skitters away under our feet. As we come up the steps into the warmth, we’re met by a man in a white jacket who takes our coats and the umbrella and retreats with them into one of the rooms off the corridor. A tray of glasses is set out on the hall table. Polly takes a flute of champagne. ‘Really?’ she says disbelievingly, when I choose orange juice.

A group of people comes into the hall behind us in a burst of wind and raindrops. Mary Pym is among them, her hair slightly coarsened by the weather. She starts to prink in the hall mirror, and then catches sight of me over her shoulder.

‘Oh!’ she says, turning around. ‘Frances! What a surprise to see you here.’

I smile at her politely as Polly pulls at my sleeve. ‘Come on,’ she urges, bored by the new arrivals. ‘I’ve got to get something from my room, it won’t take a minute.’

‘See you later,’ I say to Mary as I follow Polly’s slender little figure up the oatmeal-coloured stairs.

We ascend, passing on the half-landing a door, just ajar, permitting a glimpse of Laurence’s study: a bright, barely furnished room, a dinosaur of an old Mac on a trestle table, an ugly office chair, white blinds at the window, walls lined with books, with more piled along the skirting.

Up again, past the jumbled tilting frames of old Private Eye cartoons and Ravilious prints and artwork for various novels in French and German translations, past a bathroom with a rolltop bath, a snatched impression of an airing cupboard luxuriously stashed with fat white towels, past a shut door – the master bedroom? – and on, as the staircase narrows, up to the top floor, illuminated by an enormous rooflight smeared with drizzle.

Polly’s room is painted robin’s-egg blue. A string of chilli-pepper fairy lights is looped around the barley-sugar twists of her white bed. There’s a poster for a Théâtre de Complicité show tacked to a pinboard, along with some curling strips of Photo-Mes, old Glastonbury and Latitude passes and a handful of postcards: Botticellis, a Tracey Emin sketch of a shoe, one of Sargent’s self-possessed socialites, leaning back complacently against some upholstery.

She closes the door and takes a packet of Camels out of the chest of drawers. Then she pushes open the window, letting in the cold, drags a knitted throw off her bed and over her shoulders, and sits down on the ledge. ‘Want one?’ she asks, waving the packet towards me. I shake my head.

‘Do you still live here?’ I say, idly moving to her dressing table, my eyes quickly going to the framed photograph standing there among the little tubs and bottles, the dishes of hair clips and scented erasers and novelty lip balms, the detritus of a childhood which she is evidently not ready to leave behind quite yet.

So she says, no, she’s living in Fulham with a friend from school. She tells me about drama college, how she wanted nothing more than to get in, and now she’s actually there it’s a bit of a disappointment, frankly. Since Alys died, it seems, she hasn’t really been turning up much. Her course tutor phoned her last week, and she had to agree to go in and see him next Tuesday. ‘Fucker better cut me some slack,’ she says, breathing a steady plume of smoke into the wet trees.

All the time, while I’m making little sounds of agreement and sympathy, I’m examining the photograph on the dresser. Alys is sitting on a shingly beach, wearing flip-flops and a sunshine-yellow sundress, her hair blowing over her face. Strong square shoulders, swimmers’ shoulders. Her mouth is opening as if she’s about to say something funny to the photographer.

Where Laurence is dark, she is fair: the silvery sort of fairness that Polly has inherited. The sort of fairness that makes me think of birch woods.

So there you are, I think, meeting Alys’s gaze. There you are.

Polly taps her ash into the windowbox and sips her drink. Now she’s telling me about Sandeev. She dumped him before Christmas, she explains, and of course I sit tight and nod, even though I know, from the commiserating comments on Facebook, that it didn’t happen quite like that.

It was the right thing to do, she says, sighing, it wasn’t going anywhere, and they haven’t seen each other since the split, but he rang when he heard the news – he was incredibly upset, he and Alys always got on like a house on fire – and he might be coming today. He couldn’t make the memorial because he was on shift but he said he’d come afterwards if he could.

Polly’s very young, of course; and on top of that she has the performer’s transparent and somehow rather tawdry desire for attention. She is entirely at ease talking about herself, as if it’s her birthright to be heard. That’s good. She has hardly noticed how uneven the conversation is. That’s good, too.

Her cheeks hollowing effortfully, she takes a final drag, pings the butt out into the street and pulls the sash window down with a clatter. ‘I like being with you,’ she says slowly, as if the thought is just occurring to her. ‘Everyone else seems to want to tell me how I should be feeling – “You’re feeling guilty because you always gave her the runaround”, “You’re feeling lost because she kept you on the straight and narrow”, blah blah fucking blah – but you don’t do that.’

‘Any time,’ I say. ‘Really, Polly, I’m always here if you want to talk. I hope you’ll remember that.’

‘Mmm,’ she says. She’s at the dressing table, rooting around for a tube of mascara. ‘Didn’t bother before the church,’ she says, holding still, raptly intent on her reflection. ‘Didn’t want panda eyes. I think I’ll be all right now.’ She pokes the wand back into the tube, sprays some scent into the air, steps into the cloud of vapour, and then moves to the door. The room is full of cigarette smoke and tuberose. ‘Shall we?’ she says.

There are jolly knots of people exchanging gossip in the hall; they break off respectfully when they see Polly coming down the stairs. Murmuring apologies, a woman edges past us, shouldering her way into her coat, and as she goes I notice the pallor of her face, the white flash at her temple.

In the kitchen, waiters are manoeuvring themselves through the crowd with polite difficulty, offering top-ups and hot little snacks: angels on horseback, sausages jumbled around bowls of English mustard.

Polly sails off without a farewell, claimed by the Azarias. Fair-weather friend, I think, not at all surprised.

I move through the room without any sense of destination, listening to people talking in low tones about the family, how they’re bearing up, the terrible hole in everyone’s lives. ‘It’s such an appalling shock,’ people say, over and over again. And, ‘You never know what’s around the corner.’ This may be a literary crowd but at times like these everyone resorts to the commonplace, I suppose.

Alys’s mother is sitting in a chair by the French windows, with the cat on her lap, talking to Charlotte Black and someone from McCaskill. The garden beyond her, invisible on my first visit, is still in its winter disarray, but is charming nonetheless. A robin, a sequence of tiny clockwork movements, is pecking at something on the brick path which winds down, between the curves of hedges and bony-looking fruit trees, to a summerhouse.

I can imagine the two of them out there in the summer evenings, sitting on the wooden bench, bare feet in the warm grass, faces tilted blindly to the last of the day’s sun.

‘Twice a week, rain or shine,’ an elderly woman is saying, and I notice the golden Labrador sitting patiently at her feet, the reflective band of the harness. ‘She had such a lovely voice. So expressive. She did marvellous things with Edith Wharton.’

‘Hello,’ says Teddy, in passing. ‘How are you?’ But he doesn’t wait for an answer. A pretty girl with a serious expression is waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs. When they kiss hello, she puts her hand on his forearm and leaves it there for an extra beat while she comes out with one of those useful sympathetic clichés. I can see that kiss might just be the beginning of something.

She is, I’m fairly sure, someone’s daughter, the child of one of the playwrights or critics around me, mindlessly refuelling on wine and oysters. A family friend.

I watch her – the messy ponytail, the lankiness, the string of plastic beads, the expression on her face – and something’s bugging me. She reminds me of someone. Who is it? It’s almost there, just coming within reach, when Laurence steps backwards, holding an empty glass, and knocks me lightly with an elbow. He swings around, apologising. For a moment he is, I can tell, unable to put a name to my face. I see myself through his eyes: pale, nondescript, as dull as my clothes. No one in particular.

‘Frances,’ I say, helpfully.

‘Of course, of course,’ he says. Clearly, he didn’t know I was invited. ‘Good of you to come.’

‘I found the service terribly moving,’ I say, looking up at him, noting the grey planes under his eyes, the looseness around his collar. ‘And it was lovely to be able to spend some time with Polly.’ Some distance behind him, Mary Pym is cosying up to the host of a radio books show, but I can see her attention has now shifted to Laurence, and to me. I lean forward and say, ‘Let me get that for you,’ and then I dab something – possibly some mustard, possibly a bit of lint – off his sleeve.

‘Ah,’ he says. ‘Thanks.’

‘I’m afraid I’m due somewhere else,’ I say. ‘I’m late already. I just wanted to make sure I spoke to you, to say how touched I was to be asked. It really means a great deal to me.’

‘Well, it’s good that you could make it,’ he says, directing his gaze over my shoulder, processing, assessing, wondering – with a certain weariness – how much longer this thing will go on for. I step towards him and reach up and kiss him on the cheek and see, from his expression, that this was rather unwelcome, and then I give him a little smile and push away through the crowd towards the stairs.

‘Take care, Teddy,’ I call, my hand on the newel post. He waves vaguely at me, polite in only the baldest sense of the word. The girl doesn’t even look over. He turns back to her. ‘Oh, Honor, give me a break,’ he’s saying. As I start to climb the oatmeal stairs, she says (in the sort of deep, husky, modulated voice that requires, in my experience, some cultivation), ‘For Christ’s sake, you’ve got to let yourself get used to what’s happened. You should take some time off. Fuck’s sake! They owe you. Plus, in any case, they love you.’

As I wait in the hall for the helpful young man in the white jacket to find my coat, I remember the Sargent postcard, the air of entitlement, the absolutely impermeable confidence, and I think: Ah, yes. That’s it. You remind me of her.

As well as my coat, the helpful young man brings me Polly’s umbrella. It has stopped raining, but I take it anyway.

Most mornings, you hear Mary before you see her. She’s one of those relentlessly, conspicuously busy people. Even the longueurs spent waiting for or in the lift are put to use. When the doors open, releasing her on to the fifth floor, she’s mid-conversation, talking about her weekend, the weather, the dogs. Her voice carries down the quiet expanse of office carpet, over the banks of angled screens. It’s the sound of long wet walks on the beaches of north Norfolk, the sound of children boarding at Winchester and Wycombe Abbey, the sound of a holiday home in the Auvergne. I never feel good listening to Mary’s riffs.

Still, this is a work call; she’s speaking to one of her grander contributors. This becomes apparent when she says, ‘Oh, file when you’re ready, darling. Any time on Thursday will be fine.’ This means copy will arrive late afternoon, just when the pages are due to be sent to the printers. Mary will read it, scribble little queries all over it, and pass it over to me. Then she will depart, smartly, to meet her husband the corporate lawyer at a drinks party in Primrose Hill, and I’ll be stuck here for an extra hour or two dealing with the fallout.

My desk is quite near the window, and though I’m meant to be giving Ambrose Pritchett’s latest review a quick read-through, I find my attention keeps wandering from the screen. A pan-lid sky hangs over London. The forecast is for rain. Half-listening to Mary as she emerges from the elevator lobby, I watch the dull silver ribbons of trains flowing in and out of the station, the slow rotation of cranes over distant building sites. Beyond the cloud, beyond the city, a margin of green – the Surrey hills – is startlingly bathed in sunshine.

Turning back to the monitor, I wonder why so few people understand the difference between ‘practise’ and ‘practice’.

Mary arrives at her desk, drops her bag on her chair, and turns to me. She has two cups of coffee in a cardboard holder. ‘Got one for you,’ she says, shouldering off her aubergine wool coat. ‘Do you want cappuccino or latte?’

‘Either’s fine,’ I say. In the seven years I’ve worked with Mary, she has never once bought me coffee.

‘Good, I’ll have the cappuccino. Croissant?’ she adds, passing me a white paper bag. ‘No, go on, it’s for you.’

‘Thanks very much,’ I say. From the lettering on the bag, I can see that she stopped by the high-end deli, the one I visit only when I feel I deserve a treat, the one with salami slung festively from overhead beams and big glass jars of amaretti on the counter. I take the lid off my latte and break a horn from the croissant. Buttery flakes shower down on my mouse mat. ‘I’ve just started working on Ambrose’s review,’ I say.

‘How is it?’

‘Not too bad,’ I say, dipping the croissant into my cup. ‘Oh, Alison Freiberg rang. Can you call her back?’

‘Will do.’ Mary is unpacking her bag, locating her turquoise diary. She flicks through it, the gold-edged pages rippling luxuriously, and pauses, a pensive look on her face, tapping her teeth with her Mont Blanc. Then she comes over to my desk and stands at my shoulder. It’s very disconcerting. Perhaps she’s going to sack me. Perhaps the croissant was a sop to her conscience. I ignore her and concentrate on the screen, the comfort of the two neat columns of words.

‘So, I saw you at Alys Kyte’s memorial service,’ she says, as if the memory has only just occurred to her. ‘You’re a friend of the family’s, are you?’

‘Well, I guess you could say that,’ I say. I run the cursor over a sentence, highlighting a repetition and then cutting it, so the overmatter shrinks back into the layout. Then I turn my chair around to face her. ‘It’s really so sad,’ I say, picking up my cup, as if we’re going to have a little heart-to-heart. ‘I don’t think Laurence is dealing with it terribly well, do you? Lost lots of weight. I suppose it’s only to be expected. Polly, though … we had a proper chat, I think she’s doing OK, all things considered.’

Mary is looking at me with a strange expression on her face. My God, you’re avid for it, aren’t you? I think. You were only invited to the memorial service in your professional capacity – and there I was, on the other side of the velvet rope. You’re dying to know why and when and how, aren’t you? All those questions – but you can’t quite bring yourself to ask them. Not yet, at any rate. I’ll give you a few days, a few more posh coffees, and maybe I’ll let some more details slip. But you’ll have to work for them.

‘Do you know the Kytes well?’ I ask innocently, blowing on my coffee and then taking a sip.

Mary widens her eyes behind her expensive narrow spectacles and steps back. ‘God, no. Hardly at all. No, the invitation came in via Paula at McCaskill, and I thought it was important to represent the paper. Well, of course, I’ve met Laurence on numerous occasions – parties, launches … a few years back we judged the Sunderland prize together – but I never met Alys.’

‘No … she wasn’t keen on parties. She was always better in small groups,’ I say, smiling, as if she has reminded me of some little memory – something almost painfully intimate. ‘She was wonderful with the Azarias and the Titovs, and she could keep her end up, but she was never particularly at home with all that. She always seemed happiest pottering around the garden at Biddenbrooke.’

Mary listens, head cocked. I can see her hoovering up the insights – details from an old diary item in the Telegraph which I’d stumbled on during my internet trawling. That’s enough, I think. Just stop there. I give Mary a sad little smile, and then I say, ‘Well, thanks for the coffee. I’d better get on,’ and turn back to the screen.

She leaves me alone for the rest of the morning, which is punctuated by the usual landmarks: the arrival of the post, the tea trolley and Oliver, who sidles in just before eleven, unshaven and wearing what I’d lay money on are yesterday’s clothes. Mary pulls her spectacles low on her nose and gives him a cool look, but says nothing. He has been at his desk for only twenty minutes, talking on the phone in a low urgent voice and occasionally sniggering, when Sasha from Fashion comes over and they head off for a smoke. At 12.30 he leaves for a lunch in Covent Garden with some PRs.

I go out to the sandwich bar and buy a roll with some Parma ham, and I’m eating it at my desk, out of a shiny packet of greaseproof paper, flicking through the Guardian, when Mary stops by my desk again. She puts down a proof copy. It’s the new Sunil Ranjan. ‘Does this interest you?’ she asks.

I say I’ve read one or two of his other novels.

‘Oh, good, good,’ she says. ‘Six hundred words, a week on Thursday? I was going to get Oliver to do it, but – well, you know.’

I make a discreet, understanding noise, and she pats my shoulder and moves off.

Interesting, I think, picking up my sandwich again. Very interesting.

‘So!’ says my mother brightly. She’s sitting bolt upright on the tightly upholstered button-back chair, holding a teacup and a petticoat tail, doing her best to look entirely at ease. I’ve been in the house for only ten minutes, and we have already exhausted the drive, the dreadful traffic around Ipswich and the weather. ‘How is London? Busy, is it?’

Like so many of my mother’s questions, this one anticipates one particular answer, in which she will take only the most limited interest. Conversation with my mother rarely goes anywhere unexpected. She has a horror of the unexpected and her entire life is structured to keep it at bay.

‘Pretty busy, yes,’ I say, taking a sip of tea. We look together at the shrubs thrashing around beyond the patio doors. My mother considers herself green-fingered, which simply means she subscribes to a lot of gardening magazines and pays a man to mow the lawn in the summer. She calls him ‘the gardener’. My dad does all the legwork – digging in the compost, pruning, planting bulbs – under her instruction.

It’s a very tasteful sort of garden. There’s very little colour or scent in it – my mother thinks most flowers are vulgar, and she has a deep-seated fear of vulgarity, as if it might suddenly overpower her in a dark alley – but plenty of texture and shapes. At this time of year, as the dusk consolidates, it looks drearier than usual.

‘Your father should be back any minute,’ my mother says, taking another tiny bite of biscuit and dusting an invisible shower of crumbs off her skirt. At the far end of the house, the dog barks manically.

‘How is the dog?’ I say. The dog is called Margot, after the ballerina. She’s a Jack Russell, enormously fat and badly behaved. My parents have always had dogs, but by the time they got Margot they’d run out of energy and never found the time to train her properly, so she has to be shut up in the sunroom, like the first Mrs Rochester, whenever anyone visits.

‘Getting on,’ says my mother, adjusting the knife-pleat in her skirt. ‘Poor old thing.’

‘Maybe I’ll take her for a walk later,’ I suggest, as I always do, for my own amusement. ‘She could do with it, I expect. Take her over the common, down to the reservoir?’

‘Oh, I’m not sure that’s a good idea,’ says my mother, as I knew she would, as if I have suggested something terrifically reckless. ‘Poor old Margot, she gets ever so out of breath nowadays.’

I know the reason why Margot never goes for walks, and it isn’t because of her old age, or her inability to behave herself on the lead, or anything like that. My mother has always been most comfortable on her own territory. Nowadays even minor local expeditions (trips to the seafront with Hester’s children, or the Pearsons’ Boxing Day drinks) make her jittery. She’d never admit it, of course. So there’s always a reason why she can’t come or must leave early, and usually it’s something to do with mass catering. ‘I’ve got to put the potatoes in,’ she’ll say with a tiny smile of martyrdom. ‘See you back at the house!’

I finish my tea and as soon as I’ve put the cup back on its saucer my mother has risen from her chair, whipping them (and the plate of biscuits and the little stack of napkins) off the coffee table, and bustling back to the kitchen, where I hear her carefully rinsing and then arranging the china in the dishwasher, in what is always a very particular formation.

‘Why don’t you go and put your things in your room, Frances?’ she calls gaily, over the roar of tap water.

I take my bag and climb the stairs. My parents live on the edge of a pretty village, in a comfortable three-bedder built in the seventies: white-painted boards and Cambridge brick, pine panelling in the dining room, bubbled glass in the bathroom door. At the front, the view is of the village green, with its bus shelter and pink-washed pub and occasional uninspired games of cricket. At the back, you look out over the garden and fields of rape and cabbages, and the strange dwindling architecture of pylons processing off into the next county. It’s a very flat, uneventful landscape.

My mother has gussied up the room for me, as she always does, as if the gussying up will somehow distract me from the shot springs in the bed, which I’ve had since primary school. It’s like a little stage set, every painstaking detail suggesting gracious living.

The pair of scatter cushions arranged against the pillow. The guest soap, still in its wrapper, laid upon the flannel. Three padded satin coat hangers fanned out on top of the duvet. The stack of Good Housekeepings and House & Gardens on the bedside table, next to the tray of tea things – mini-kettle, sugar sachets, UHT thimbles – as if I’m being accommodated in the East Wing, as if the kitchen is half a mile away.

I drop my bag and sit down on the bed, and then I reach over and pick up a magazine and flick through it. It’s full of candle-making, beetroot recipes, charmingly mismatched blue-and-white crockery. There’s a special offer on glass cloches and brooms made in Sweden by the partially sighted. I don’t believe any of it. I put the magazine back with the others, taking care to line up the spines. I don’t want my mother to think I actually looked at them.

All my personality has long since gone from this room. The rosettes and posters and framed class photographs, the joke books and sets of C. S. Lewis and Laura Ingalls Wilder, the cushion cover I cross-stitched when I was nine: so many dust traps, all got rid of. The bottom drawer in the little chest contains my A-level and degree certificates, my stamp collection and a shoebox of old snapshots, and that’s really all that is left of me in the house.

Here in my bedroom, the curtains in the little dormer windows were once yellow with a scarlet and orange rick-rack trim; now they’re toile de Jouy shepherds and ladies on swings, toes pointed and hat ribbons flying. When did one replace the other? I can’t remember. Was my permission, or even my inclination, sought? I am sure it was not.

There is a rattle from downstairs as my father opens the glazed front door and closes it behind him.

I spread my hands on the duvet cover, feeling the heat trapped in my palms by the polycotton, the light, uneven give of the springs. Then I stand up and unzip my bag and take out my toothpaste and toothbrush, my hairbrush and the Sunil Ranjan proof copy. Seeing it lying there on the bedside table makes me feel like a slightly different person; someone, possibly, whose opinions might just matter a little.

When I go downstairs, my mother is busy in the kitchen, and my father is circulating with a jug of water, charging the tumblers set out on the dining table. He puts down the jug to greet me and we kiss hello. I am filling him in on the highs and lows of my journey (‘Did you see the new B&Q they’ve built outside Tewford?’) when my mother – mouthing a tiny O of anxiety as she bears a Pyrex dish of mince and potatoes before her – enters, obliging us to separate. We both step back to the edges of the room so she can get to the table.

‘I hope you’ve worked up an appetite!’ she says, settling the dish on the trivet, which is laid upon a cork mat, which is laid on top of a tablecloth, which is laid on top of an oilcloth, as if the table itself, somewhere deep beneath these protective strata, happened to be Georgian mahogany rather than an ugly Formica.

The meals at my parents’ house always come thick and fast, and in between there’s a constant opportunity to supplement. The food rolls out in marshalled surges, like Bomber Command. There is no let-up. Someone is forever passing around foil-wrapped chocolates, cheese straws, yellow slices of Madeira, salted luxury nuts, little fruited scones anointed with scarlet jam, cubes of mild Cheddar speared with cocktail sticks, decorative tins containing layers of scalloped Viennese biscuits. It’s a relentless battery of snacks. The food and the constant preparation and clearing away of it quite often get in the way of other things we might profitably be doing, things normal families seem to do when they convene: going for walks, playing Scrabble, talking about subjects other than roadworks or the weather we’ve been having lately.

From time to time, the real world makes itself known to my mother: strikes, petrol shortages, heavy snow, a rise in the price of wheat. Such events prompt panicked phone calls, sometimes two a day, suggesting I stock up on basic provisions as the local supermarkets have had a run on bread and milk. The chest freezer out in the garage accommodates several weeks’ worth of apocalyptic menus – chicken à la king, beef olives, Gypsy tart – stashed in neatly labelled containers that once held soft-scoop ice cream.

Occasionally, when it’s entirely unavoidable, my parents come to London, and though they usually stay with Hester (who has a proper spare room in the house in Maida Vale), once in a blue moon they have to stay on my sofa bed. Of course, these visits are always an ordeal for my mother, who applies herself strenuously to the task of appearing easy and relaxed in what is essentially enemy territory. ‘This looks smart,’ she’ll murmur faintly, as I put a risotto on the table or scoop some avocado into a salad. ‘Just half for me.’ After one such meal, when I came unexpectedly into the room, she turned her back on me, unable to speak, her mouth full of biscuit.

The chocolate wrappers and apple cores I find in the bin when they’ve left are always exquisite little reproofs.

We sit and eat. It’s constantly disconcerting, my mother’s cooking. She models herself on the ideal hostess, but she cooks like a prison caterer, as if the activity is a punishment which she is obliged to pass on to others. This cottage pie is no exception.

‘Frances was saying London is very busy,’ my mother informs my father.

My father picks up his fork and says Stewart Pearson was down in London last week, visiting Clare and the grandchildren.

‘Clare lives not far from you, doesn’t she?’ says my mother. ‘Do you ever see her?’

Clare lives, I believe, in Acton. I barely even know where Acton is. I had nothing in common with Clare when we were at primary school together, and now she’s a marketing manager at Unilever with a husband and two children we have even less to talk about when our paths cross at the Pearsons’ Boxing Day drinks. ‘I thought I saw her going into Selfridges last week,’ I invent. ‘But she was quite far away, I couldn’t be sure.’ I rake my fork through the pale uncrisped mash so the gravy seeps down the channels, just as I used to as a child, before I knew that not all food tasted like this.

‘Have you seen Hester and Charlie recently?’ my father asks.

I say I babysat for them a few weeks ago, and we talk a little about Toby and Rufus. I quite enjoy my nephews, as long as I don’t see them too often or for too long. Overexposure is never satisfactory, not least because I’m frequently rather dubious about some of Hester’s parenting techniques. But I know from experience that my parents don’t want to hear about that. My parents are always more enthusiastic about the idealised notion of the grandchildren than they are the noisy, messy reality. That much is clear when we all congregate here or at Hester’s house at Christmas.

I sometimes suspect that, as far as my mother is concerned, the real purpose of family is to ensure she always has something to talk about if she bumps into Mrs Tucker at Tesco.

As is customary, she only half-listens to what I am saying about Toby and Rufus. My mother has never been a very engaged listener. Other people’s speech is useful mainly as a prompt. So when I mention Toby’s passion for Playmobil, she launches on an anecdote about a den Hester and I once built together using the clothes horse and all the clean towels in the airing cupboard – a story I’ve heard countless times before (although I now have no memory of the actual incident). I wonder how much of a connection my mother makes between the child I once was and the adult I now am. Usually she talks of my childhood as if it’s something that really happened only to her, as if I were only distantly involved.

We have crème caramel in stemmed glass dishes for dessert, and then I help to clear away. The evening stretches ahead of us: acres of it, as flat and featureless as the fields around the house. None of us can decently go to bed for hours.

We fill the time with coffee and mint chocolate thins in little slippery envelopes, and my mother lays the table for breakfast, and then we watch several finalists competing for a part in a London stage musical, and after that there’s a film, an action movie set in ancient Rome. My mother fidgets uneasily during the fight sequences and the sex scenes. In the second commercial break, she collects the cups and chocolate wrappers and says, ‘Well, Frances, I hope you have everything you need. Sleep well, dear.’ Then it’s just my father and me, sitting side by side in the darkened room, eyes fixed on the screen like astronauts preparing for countdown.

From time to time, I can hear the dog barking. It’s a less angry sound now, as if she has started to adjust to her new status, as if she is now merely disconsolate.

We don’t watch the end of the movie, but switch over for the ten o’clock news.

Later, as I move around my room, picking the plastic film off the soap (as tiny and pearly-pink as prawn dim sum), brushing my teeth at the rinky-dink basin and running the flannel over my face, I hear my father escorting Margot through the house and ushering her, with a strange sort of chivalry, out of the front door (‘Come on, old girl, time for some fresh air’). I poke back the curtain an inch with a finger and watch the pair of them beginning a circuit of the village green, moving slowly between the benison of the lamp-posts, a stout elderly man and a stouter elderly dog, out in the wind and the dark.

Fifteen minutes later there’s the slight reverberation as the front door clicks. Lying in bed with the novel propped open on my chest and a notebook and pen ready on the bedside table, I hear Margot’s nails skittering down the corridor and my father’s muttered good night as he shuts her in the sunroom and then comes upstairs, wheezing faintly on every step.

The buzz of the bathroom extractor fan, the toilet flush, the fan switching off. Finally there’s silence.

This is the house where I grew up, and it means nothing to me, just as I mean nothing to it. There’s no sense when I’m here of being safe or understood. If anything, this is the place where I feel most alone, most unlike everyone else.

I learned to talk and walk here; I sat at the dining-room table painstakingly crayoning letters on sugar paper; I sowed mustard and cress upon thick wet layers of kitchen roll; I came down on Christmas mornings and received dolls and roller skates and bikes and, as time went on, book tokens and jeans that I’d picked out myself; and I lay on my stomach on the lawn underneath the elder tree, reading and reading; and then I moved away, and it was as if I’d never lived here at all.

The radiator gurgles as the central heating shuts off for the night. I shift position in the narrow bed, looking at the shadow the pendant lampshade casts across the ceiling, trying to remember what it felt like, growing up in my parents’ house. I don’t remember being especially happy or unhappy here. Childhood just happened to me, as I suppose it happens to most people. At the time, I suppose it seemed an endless succession of fears and dreams and secrets, but from this distance it looks as dull as the life I’ve gone on to lead. Did I tell my mother when things went wrong or well at school? I’m fairly sure I did not. She was never at leisure to be interested in me. She had other things to worry about.

Hester was always kicking off, throwing down challenges, sneaking out to meet boys. I remember the general relief when she went off to university. But I wasn’t like that. I was the good girl: biddable, compliant. I did what I was told, I kept my nose clean, I was no trouble to anyone. But the farther I travelled from the house where I’d grown up, the less I seemed to belong; the less it looked like home.

The Pearsons are coming for a quick drink before Sunday lunch. And Terry and Val Croft might look in, if they have time, although there’s an antiques fair at Fulbury Norton that they’re hoping to visit. Before retirement, Terry and my father were partners. Thorpe & Croft Solicitors. The office was on Beck Street, between the precinct and the leisure centre.

While I was at school, if I missed the bus home, I used to head up there and wait for my father to give me a lift back. There were two wing-backed chairs in reception and I’d sit on one of them and do my French homework on the coffee table, clearing a space between the elderly Sunday supplements with the recipes ripped out of them. If she happened to be in a good mood, Penny, the secretary, used to make me a cup of tea and slip me a pink wafer from the tin she kept in the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet. I wonder what happened to Penny. There was always something funny about her, and then one day I realised that she wore a hair-piece.

My mother is almost beside herself with anxiety.

‘You’ll have to find your own way around, I’m afraid, dear,’ she says, with an air of extravagant restraint, as I appear for breakfast. ‘You know where everything is. I’m a little tied up, as you can see … Weetabix in the cupboard, muesli, cornflakes, so on and so forth. No, not that milk, dear, there’s one open on the lower shelf. Bread in the breadbin. Jam’s in the cupboard, or perhaps you’d like Bovril?’

The dishwasher is roaring away, there are pans on the stove, and the counters are covered with trays of glasses and napkins. As I pour milk on my cereal, my mother drains the green beans and pops them into the top of the oven, ready for lunch in three hours’ time.

My father has been out to buy the paper – they don’t take the Questioner, it’s too left wing – and now sits on the sofa, systematically working his way through it. Every so often, he’ll laugh or shake his head, and when I’ve come through to join him, he starts reading out random paragraphs to me: stories about a killer virus afflicting horse chestnuts, or the latest transgressions of a minor royal, a particularly withering passage in a restaurant review. ‘Listen to this one, love,’ he says, wrestling the paper into shape. ‘You’ll like this.’

‘Don’t bother to strip your bed,’ my mother calls through. ‘Just leave it. I’ll do all the sheets on Tuesday.’

‘Right,’ I say, getting up.

I’ve just stepped out of the bath when I hear the doorbell. The Pearsons and the Crofts have arrived simultaneously, and when I get downstairs, I see my mother has her special social carapace on: glassy panicked smile, apricot lipstick and lots of Elnett.

I tour the room, kissing people and shaking hands. Stewart Pearson addresses me as Hester and then looks rather put out when he’s corrected. ‘Of course – you’re in journalism,’ he says. I always wonder how much spin my parents put on my career. Hester, who teaches history at a well-regarded London girls’ school, does not require their help.

‘If you can call it that,’ I say. My mother inserts a dish of crisps between us. Terry Croft switches his glass of beer from right hand to left, and helps himself.

‘Not a good time to be in newspapers, I imagine,’ he says, compassionately.

‘No, that’s true,’ I say. ‘We’ve just been through one round of cuts, but we’ve been warned to expect more.’

‘Well, I’ll bet you’re a survivor,’ Stewart Pearson says, very jovial. ‘What’s your technique? How do you make yourself indispensable?’

‘Oh – just keep your head down, I suppose,’ I say. ‘Lie low. Dot the eyes and cross the tees. Hope for the best.’

‘Are you working on anything interesting at the moment?’ asks little Val Croft, looking up over her schooner of sherry with shiny impressionable eyes.

This sort of question always throws me. If I told her the truth – that I spend my days correcting spelling mistakes and moving commas around – she’d barely believe it. ‘Well, I’m reviewing a book at the moment,’ I say, rather liking the sound of the words, despite myself. ‘Just getting some thoughts together. Sunil Ranjan’s new novel.’

‘Oh, the Indian chap?’ says Stewart Pearson.

‘Bangladeshi,’ I murmur into my glass of sweetish white wine.

‘I hear he’s a terrific wordsmith,’ he says encouragingly. ‘On my list. Definitely on my list. Just wish I had the time to read. I don’t know when people fit it in.’

And then they’re off, talking about all the other claims on their time: golf, fishing, Rotary fund-raising, church committees, the evening lectures at the local institute. The implication being that reading is a frippery for dilettantes. Salt of the earth, I think, listening to them. Pillars of the community. Jesus wept. I find myself wishing we could talk about something – anything – else: the new vicar, the proposed bypass, Mrs Tucker’s teenaged granddaughter’s pregnancy. As the competitive self-justification goes on, I think I’d even welcome the question I dread more than any other: So, is there anyone special at the moment?

‘Well. With all that to keep you busy,’ I say eventually, to the room at large, ‘it’s a wonder you find time to draw breath.’

As I say it, I see my mother looking at me with her mouth slightly open, as if she’s catching the sound of a distant detonation, and I know I’m on the cusp of going too far.

‘To be fair, though,’ says Terry Croft, ‘Val’s a reader. Always got her nose in a book. Isn’t that right, Val?’

Val Croft flushes pink. ‘Well … I do love my Judy Arbuthnots,’ she admits, in a small embarrassed voice. ‘Not … literature. You couldn’t call it that. Frances wouldn’t, anyway.’

I give her a big understanding smile and then I ask her whether she is still helping out with the local Brownie pack.

‘How is that dog of yours?’ asks Sonia Pearson, dusting pastry off her jersey, as the barking starts up again.

‘Oh – Margot loves it when the children visit,’ my mother sighs, clasping her hands together in front of her, as if she’s about to say a prayer or burst into song. ‘After they go, she always mopes about the house – doesn’t she, Robert? – looking behind the sofa, trying to find them. She simply adores Frances.’

I hear her saying these things, mouthing these lies, and I look at my father, who hasn’t reacted but continues to sip his lager while staring out of the window at the shrubs thrashing around; and then I feel a tremendous urge to laugh, to expose my mother’s ludicrously conventional little fantasy. But I don’t. And driving back to London that afternoon, passing first the sign to Biddenbrooke and then shortly afterwards the white rectory with the stile at Imberly, I think: Maybe it’s not really lying if you barely know you’re doing it. It should be true. It’s the way it should be, in an ideal world.

I submit my review to Mary.

A few days pass before she gets around to reading it. Storm clouds are gathering over the Questioner again. Sitting at my desk, I hear people assembling in indignant knots by the printer, talking about pay freezes and voluntary redundancy schemes and the ridiculous amount Robin McAllfree, the tiny little bullet-headed editor, is splurging on Gemma Coke, his new star columnist. (There’s a general assumption that he must be screwing her. Her copy is certainly not worth the figures being bandied about.)

Emergency meetings are convened in the Albatross. Our inboxes fill up with emails from the managing editor and the Director of Human Resources and the company CEO and the mother and father of the NUJ chapel, and none of them are saying anything remotely reassuring.

Even Oliver is getting twitchy. Over the last few weeks, as well as making more of an effort to get in on time, he has been doing his best to stick around until the moment when Mary departs for the day. And he’s diligently covering his arse, as people tend to when they feel vulnerable.

On the Monday morning, just after Mary has arrived on the fifth floor, he walks over to my desk holding Sunday’s paper, which he has folded back to one of the books pages. He drops it down on my keyboard, his finger stabbing at his review of the latest Jane Coffey, specifically at a typo which has somehow sneaked past me. ‘This looks pretty shabby, doesn’t it, Frances?’ he says, in a voice loud enough to reach the desks on the other side of Books, which are occupied by TV and Travel. ‘It rather spoiled my Sunday. I mean, fuck’s sake.’

TV and Travel, I can tell, are sitting up straight and nudging each other, enjoying the prospect of someone else getting a bollocking for a change.

I feel faintly nauseous, as I always do when I’ve made a mistake. In these situations, it’s best to hold up one’s hand and accept responsibility, even though it wouldn’t have happened if Oliver had filed on time, rather than at the last possible moment, and if he’d bothered to read his copy through before sticking it in the queue. But really, there is no excuse. So I pick up the paper and look at it and say, ‘God, I am sorry. That really shouldn’t have happened.’

Oliver isn’t placated. He’s drawing breath, about to come in for round two, when Mary looks up from the letter she is reading and says, in a just-between-ourselves murmur which is nevertheless precisely calibrated to reach the eavesdroppers, ‘Frances isn’t here to nanny you, Oliver. We have plenty of contributors who already make that kind of demand on her time, and they tend not to be on staff. So perhaps you could save us all some trouble by making sure you check your copy once you’ve finished writing it, and by filing when you are supposed to.’ Then she gives him a little smile and returns to her paperwork.

Oliver stands by my desk for a moment, unsteady and disoriented. A dark rash of humiliation is spreading over his neck and up into his soft baby cheeks. ‘No, I take your point,’ he says, gathering up the paper and moving away, back to his desk. ‘My mistake, Frances. Won’t happen again.’ I glance over at TV and Travel and see Tom, one of the subs, giving me a thumbs-up and mouthing, ‘Dickhead.’

‘Oh, and Frances,’ says Mary. ‘Nice copy. Thanks.’

Oliver is terribly helpful after that, at least while Mary is around. He makes eye contact and comments approvingly on my piece and asks for my opinion on standfirsts and headlines.

Once or twice I look up from my screen and catch him watching me. He drops his eyes when this happens, and we carry on as if nothing has taken place.

Some weeks later, Polly sends me a text. It’s all shit, apparently, and she wants to meet for a coffee one morning. I text back suggesting my day off, expecting her to nominate a Caffè Nero near her flat. Instead she messages to say she has made a reservation for 11 a.m. at the Wolseley.

I get there too early and walk around Green Park for a bit, not wanting to be on time. I’m sure Polly will be late. Pale new growth bubbles through the trees; the sky is that faint heart-stopping blue that would have you believe anything is possible. The deckchair attendants are circulating, probably for the first time this year. I watch a woman in a little navy jacket and off-white pumps stop, put down her quilted leather shopper, and lift out a small Pekinese, which sniffs suspiciously at the grass as if it barely knows what it is. On the far side of the park, along the Mall, the cherry-pickers are out, putting up flags for some state visit or other.

I leave the park and cross the road by the Ritz, borne along by the surge of tourists heading to the Royal Academy, and find the restaurant’s entrance, which is rather anonymous and easy to miss: a discreet brass plaque, thick blackout curtains obscuring the windows. The doorman steps forwards and smiles as if he recognises me, and then the doors are opening and I’m passing through them, suddenly confused by the dim, even crepuscular light within. As my eyes adjust, the space takes shape around me. I didn’t know what to expect. It’s almost as glorious as a cathedral.

I give Polly’s name to the girl at the lectern, and without looking down to consult her ledger she says, ‘Of course, Miss Thorpe. Miss Kyte has already arrived.’

It may be late morning but in here, partly because of the black lacquer and the glow of the little shaded lamps, it feels like the evening. The place is full, and even though most of the people present are conducting business, there’s something sparkly and frivolous in the air. The atmosphere crackles with gossip and speculation. And cash. The place is full of cash.

Little groups of women in proper jewellery, drinking Bloody Marys. A captain of industry joking with a newspaper proprietor. A film star in shorts and heavy stubble sitting alone, eating an omelette and pencilling his way through a pile of notes.

I’m conscious, as I follow the girl across the black and white marble, between little tables shining with silver cutlery and polished glass, that people are automatically glancing up to see whether they know me.

Polly, seated at a table in the central circle, reaches over to kiss me hello. She looks different again today, a little Nouvelle Vague in a beanie and tight striped jersey, with lots of eyeliner, but I’m realising this is part of her look: she can take it in any direction, at will.

‘Hope this is OK,’ she says, gesturing around her, as I slide into the banquette opposite. ‘I couldn’t think of anywhere else.’

‘It’s perfect,’ I say, unwinding my red and purple scarf.

Without otherwise acknowledging the waitress, Polly orders a black coffee and Birchermuesli. I’d really prefer the eggs Benedict, but I say I’ll have the same.

‘Thank you,’ I add, carefully, to the waitress.

‘You work at a newspaper, don’t you? The Questioner?’ Polly says, suddenly sharp, when we are alone.

I say that’s right, I do.

‘Well … I know it sounds silly, but this is all in confidence, right? All this family stuff?’

‘Of course,’ I say, watching her fingertips running over the grain of the tablecloth, the curve of the knife. ‘I’m not that sort of journalist, anyway.’

‘Well, sure,’ she says, not really listening. ‘It’s just that Daddy is – well, you know. He’s Laurence Kyte, isn’t he? The big man. Mr Letters. People always want to know about Laurence sodding Kyte.’

‘Don’t worry about me,’ I say. ‘I’m here for you. I’m not interested in Mr Letters.’

She looks at me, and sees the expression on my face, and then she starts to giggle, and I smile back at her, relieved, and suddenly I’m laughing too, really laughing.

‘Mr Letters!’ I say, in bursts. ‘Mr Letters! Where did that come from?’

Snorting, Polly presses her hand against her stomach. ‘Oh God,’ she says, eventually, when she’s back in control. ‘Stop. Please. I’m out of practice. It hurts.’

‘OK,’ I say, pulling a poker face. ‘That’s fine. Cross my heart and hope to die, that’s the last time I’ll ever refer to Mr Letters.’

And then she’s off again.

The waitress comes back with the order, and Polly composes herself.

‘I’m sorry if I seemed kind of grumpy,’ she says, as our coffee is poured. ‘It’s just that it’s all a bit horrid at home at the moment. And I wanted to talk to someone about it, but someone who isn’t part of it, if you know what I mean.’

‘Sure,’ I say neutrally, stirring some honey into the muesli.

‘Sometimes I feel like they’re all his spies,’ says Polly. ‘Yeah, I know. It’s stupid. But it’s how I feel. Teddy. My friends. My friends’ parents. Charlotte. My tutors. They’re all on his side.’

‘Have you fallen out with your dad?’ I ask.

Polly wrinkles her nose. ‘Not exactly,’ she says. ‘But we are currently having a, um … a disagreement.’ She likes this word, I can tell. She thinks it sounds grown up, as if it dignifies the thing it describes.

‘Thing is,’ she says, twiddling her spoon in her dish. ‘Thing is, Daddy has never really understood me. That was always Mum’s thing. Mum understood. He used to leave us – me and Teddy – to her.’

She looks at me.

‘Oh, Polly,’ I say, reaching out to touch her sleeve. ‘Oh, you poor thing. I am so sorry.’

For a moment, we sit there, quite still. Then she looks down, sniffs and moves her hand away, so she can press her napkin under her eyes. I can see she’s taking care not to smudge her make-up. When she raises her face again, all evidence of tears has disappeared.

‘Anyway,’ she says, in quite a different sort of voice. ‘It’s not going very well. I think I’m going to leave drama school.’

‘Drop out?’ I say.

‘I’ve got some mates, they’re brilliant people, incredibly talented, and the plan is, we take a play – Shakespeare, maybe a couple of Shakespeares – on tour around the country. We’d just rock up and do Love’s Labour’s Lost or whatever in scout huts and school gyms and stuff. Really taking it right into communities which ordinarily wouldn’t be exposed to proper, you know, art.’

They’ve got an old decommissioned ambulance which they plan to drive from village to village, parking it outside church halls and sleeping in it overnight. Only there are ten people involved, maybe more, so they might have to take a tent or two. The weather will be getting better soon anyway so that side of things wouldn’t be a problem. They’d cook on campfires or barbecues and wash in municipal toilets.

‘It’s going to be amazing,’ she says, licking her spoon. ‘Honestly, I know it sounds a bit ropy, but if you met them, you’d know it was a good idea.’

‘Has your dad met them all?’ I ask.

She makes a face. ‘Well, he knows Sam and Gabe and Pandora from when I was at school. But I don’t think he has given them a chance, really. He has just made up his mind, he thinks it’s a rubbish idea, and that’s that. Basically he just doesn’t have any faith in me. He doesn’t believe we can make it work! He’s just so fucking negative.’

‘And what about drama school? Have you told your tutors? What do they think about it?’

‘Oh no, I haven’t mentioned it to them,’ she says, contemptuously. ‘And I’m hardly in their good books at the moment anyway. I had that meeting with my tutor, do you remember? Tony Bamber. He was all sympathetic at first, because of Mum, of course, and I thought he understood, and then he said that my card was marked, and I really had to make sure I worked on my attendance record otherwise I’d have to leave. And then Sam got in touch, and – well, it seemed like perfect timing.’

‘Mmm,’ I say, non-committally. ‘Because it’s a great place to be studying. Lots of people would kill for that opportunity.’

Polly rolls her eyes. ‘You know, that’s exactly what these places want you to think. Then you get in, and you realise it’s just the same tired old rubbish being churned out by this bunch of total losers – only everyone’s too chicken to say so. It’s like the emperor’s new clothes.

‘Anyway,’ she adds, ‘Dad is livid. But I suppose if it comes to it, if I’ve made up my mind to do this tour, he can’t stop me. And neither can Charlotte, or any of them. They can’t make me stay on the course.’

‘No,’ I agree. ‘But maybe you shouldn’t rush into it.’

‘I’m not rushing into anything,’ she says hotly. ‘Sam got in touch, like, weeks ago! I’ve been really sensible about it. I’ve just been weighing it all up, and – well, anyway, now I’ve made up my mind.’

I sit back against the upholstery, stretching my arm along the banquette, trying to look as if I’m considering the facts. The newspaper proprietor and the captain of industry are being helped into their coats. The actor is sipping his orange juice. The woman I saw in the park is being shown to a table, and as she passes I glimpse the Pekinese gazing up placidly from the depths of the leather shopper, a princeling in a litter.

‘I can understand why people aren’t thrilled at the idea of you leaving college,’ I say, when the woman has been seated. ‘I guess this is a pretty difficult time for everyone.’

‘Of course that’s true,’ she says irritably. ‘But in a way it has helped me make up my mind. I mean, I knew I hated the course from the start of the autumn term. But it wasn’t until all this happened that I started to think: well, why waste all that time in a place that’s making me really unhappy? You know – life is too short. I can’t sit around, waiting for my future to happen to me. I’ve got to get out there and find it.’

I think she has probably been reading some self-help books. ‘Polly,’ I say, ‘I don’t know much about you. I don’t really know what to say. I’ve never been in your situation. But I do know your dad loves you and I’m pretty sure the reason he’s giving you such a hard time is because he wants the best for you.’

‘Oh, you’re probably right.’ She sighs, suddenly deflated, as if all the fight has gone out of her. ‘I just wish I could make him see things from my point of view. What do you think I should do?’

‘I wouldn’t do anything right now. Just wait for a bit. Let him get used to the idea. How does that sound? What would your mother have said?’ I ask. It feels like a very risky question, maybe an impertinent or dangerous one. But Polly doesn’t seem to mind. I’m starting to realise that she’s so certain of herself, so assured of her own charisma, that she accepts the curiosity of others as her natural due. I can’t imagine what that feels like.

‘Oh, Mum would have told me to give college another chance, I expect,’ she says. ‘And then she would have seen how miserable it was making me, and she would have given in.’

‘Was she a soft touch, your mother?’ I ask. Again, I wonder whether I’ve gone too far. But Polly doesn’t notice.

‘Oh, a total pushover,’ she says. ‘Funny. Perceptive. Kind. The best, you know?’ She touches the sleeve of her striped jersey, sliding the cuff out of the way so her watch flashes discreetly on her wrist. My heart sinks. Just when we were getting somewhere. The waitress is clearing the next table. Polly lifts a finger, signalling a request not for the bill, as I’d feared, but more coffee. I feel a burst of adrenalin. Now you’re talking.

I take a sip of what’s left in my cool cup, so I don’t seem too eager. Then I ask one of the questions I really want answered. ‘So, how did it work, your family, when you were growing up?’

‘You see – you are after a story, aren’t you?’ she says, but I can tell she’s not serious. She trusts me. ‘You want all the dirt, don’t you? The big scoop.’

‘I told you, I’m not that sort of journalist,’ I say mildly.

‘What sort are you, then?’

‘Oh, editing and stuff,’ I say. ‘Just behind the scenes. Nothing exciting.’

‘I wouldn’t mind being a journalist,’ she says, reflectively. ‘It must be fun. Screenings, private views, going to interesting places. I hear the freebies are pretty good. Long boozy lunches.’

‘It’s not really like that now,’ I say, as the waitress comes over with the fresh coffee, but Polly’s tuning out, returning to a subject that interests her much more. ‘Do you really want to know?’ she says. ‘What it was like, growing up with Mr Letters? Hmm. OK. Let me tell you.’ She leans back, arms behind her head, contemplating the ceiling, enjoying being looked at.

‘I didn’t really get it at first,’ she says. ‘At first, I thought we were an ordinary family. I mean, I knew we were a bit different to other people. Daddy didn’t go out to work: he went upstairs, and sometimes he got into terrible moods and we had to keep out of his way, and sometimes he was wild, quite mad with happiness and excitement, and he’d turn up at school at lunchtime and charm the pants off the headmistress, and we’d jump in the car and head off to the seaside, or to that place in Oxford near where the dons used to bathe in the nude … what’s that called? Parson’s Pleasure. Big picnics. Games of French cricket. But most of the time it was pretty … regular. We didn’t see that much of him. Mum held it all together. God knows, it can’t have been easy for her when me and Teddy were little.’

‘Financially?’ I ask.

‘Financially, emotionally … you name it.’ She lifts her cup to her lips, blows on the surface, then drinks. ‘We were living in Kilburn at the time. My friend Louisa rents near there now, and it’s quite a nice neighbourhood, but back then it seemed like we were on the absolute edge of civilisation. The Wiltshire grandparents got terribly jumpy when they came to see us. Dealers at the end of the street, fights and burglaries and stuff. And our house: well, the garden was the size of a hankie. It was all very tiny. And when Dad was in a temper, the whole street knew about it.

‘But then he wrote the first really successful book, the Sidney Bark one, and everything took off. The Appleby prize, the residency at Princeton, and he started writing screenplays. That was very lucrative. We went out to LA for a while. Swimming pools. Lunch at the Coppolas’. Yada yada yada.’ She uses her fingers and thumb to mime a mouth, as if it’s all incredibly boring, but I can tell she’s in love with this story, she likes telling it, and has done so many times.

‘We moved back when they bought the Highgate house, and then they found the place at Biddenbrooke, so Mum could have her garden. God, that garden! I wonder who will look after it now.’

She puts her elbows on the table and rests her forehead on her hands. Then she straightens up. ‘You’re a good listener, aren’t you, Frances?’ she says, examining me with her disconcertingly pale eyes. There’s a dark ring around the iris, I notice, which makes them seem rather arresting. ‘Lots of people listen, but you really seem to hear what I’m saying.’

I know this really means that I challenge her less than anyone else does; but still, there’s a grain of truth to it. I am a good listener. It’s a dying art. Most people seem to prefer to talk. They compete to be heard, filling the air with chatter; and for the most part it’s worthless stuff: bad jokes, boasts, excuses. White noise. Hot air.

But just occasionally, if you pay attention, you’ll hear something that might come in useful.

‘Any time,’ I say.

She finishes her coffee. The bowl in front of her is still half full, but I get the feeling she’s not much of a breakfaster. ‘I’d better get going,’ she says, picking up her phone and reaching for her bag, which she has slung over the back of her chair. It’s a silver satchel, very simple, undoubtedly very expensive. ‘Sorry for all that … venting.’

‘I mean it, Polly,’ I say, winding the scarf back around my neck. ‘Any time, just give me a shout. Not sure how much use I’ve been to you, though.’

‘Well,’ she says, getting to her feet and stretching a little, like a cat, so her jersey rides up, flashing a strip of skinny hip. ‘I do feel slightly calmer. I’m going to think about what you said. Think I’ll leave things as they are for now. Won’t rush into anything. Might go into college on Monday. Worth it just to see the look on Tony Bamber’s face. Sam says we won’t be starting rehearsals until the start of the summer anyway. He’s got a job in New York next week, on a film set. Just as a runner,’ she adds, seeing my expression. ‘His dad knows the director of photography.’ She says that as if it makes things more palatable.

She bends to give me a kiss just as the waitress turns up with the slip of paper on a silver dish. ‘Let me know how it goes,’ I say, and she says she will, and she’s turning on her heel and walking off, weaving precisely between the tables, adjusting her hat as she goes, while I sit there, my hand out for the bill.

After that nothing happens for a while.

Hester and Charlie rent a cottage in a Cornish fishing village for a week in the Easter holidays, and invite me to join them for a few days. It’s incredibly wet and windy; and the boys, who wake up at 6.30 every morning, have streaming colds; and in return for the small single bedroom overlooking the mossy courtyard garden I’m expected to babysit most nights.

Mary asks me to do a few more reviews. I know she’s asking me only because she doesn’t have to pay me extra, but still.

One evening I’ve just stepped into an empty lift when I hear someone calling, ‘Hey, Frances, hold it—’ and though I quickly press the button marked ‘Ground’ for a second time, a foot is inserted between the doors before they close. It’s Tom from Travel. ‘Thanks!’ he says, easing in with a sigh of relief. I give him a stiff little smile and get my phone out of my pocket, wanting to avoid conversation, but he’s oblivious.

‘I hear Culpeper outdid himself in conference today,’ he says chattily. ‘Crawling up Robin’s arse over that China editorial. He never stops talking, does he? Is it a nervousness thing?’

I say I have no idea.

‘Seriously, I hope it isn’t,’ he says, as the lift door opens, ‘because I really don’t want to start feeling sorry for him.’

I can’t help laughing at that, but as we are disgorged into the marble foyer I hang back, getting busy with my coat buttons. Tom, though, is hovering by the revolving doors, waiting for me.

We step out on to the pavement together. ‘Well, ’night, then,’ I say, turning in the direction of the tube station.

‘Are you doing anything?’ he asks, falling into step with me. ‘It’s just that a few of us are going to the Albatross. Fancy a quick half?’

It would be so easy to say no, as I always do. Or rather, as I always used to. Now I think about it, I realise that people have given up asking me to join them for drinks or the cheap set lunch at the Bay Leaf. Maybe it would be good to find out what’s going on.

‘Oh, why not?’ I say, and Tom gives me a surprised grin. He has very good teeth, I notice, and his eyelashes are long and sooty, like a pony’s. ‘Attagirl,’ he says.

We go to the Albatross. Jerry Edgworth is there, and Sol from the picture desk, and Mike the deputy news editor, already glassy-eyed, tearing into the dry-roasted peanuts. Empty green bottles are lined up at his end of the table like skittles. Tom goes off to buy our drinks and I sit down uneasily on one of the upholstered stools, not enjoying the attention as Jerry says, ‘Well, we don’t often see you in here.’

‘Tom twisted my arm,’ I say. ‘Don’t make me regret it.’

Raising a glass to his lips, he snorts faintly, rather dismissively, not wanting to give me the credit for making a joke. Hacks are like that, I’ve noticed. They always want to be the funny ones.

He and Sol and Mike stop pretending to be interested in me and go back to pondering the fate of the business editor, whose drink problem is now common knowledge after he broke away from the press pack and created an unfortunate scene during the prime minister’s trade mission to India. No one seems to know where he is now: possibly a clinic in Surrey, the one where the celebrities go. ‘He’ll have some stories when he gets out,’ says Mike wistfully.

Tom comes back, sliding on to the stool next to mine, pushing my drink over the table towards me. ‘Has Mary let anything slip about the review?’ he asks.

‘Mary never lets anything slip, haven’t you noticed?’ I say, picking up my drink. ‘What are they saying at your end?’

‘Oh, it’s all speculation. No one actually knows anything. But they don’t let that stop them.’

‘It’s all mind games,’ says Jerry. ‘It’s textbook. They’re softening us up, preparing us for the worst, so we’ll all be relieved if it’s not actually that bad after all.’

‘It will be that bad,’ says Sol gloomily. ‘You wait and see.’

Tom turns towards me, blocking the others off. ‘How long have you been on Books, anyway?’ he asks.

I tell him, and he asks where I was before, and so I find myself explaining about the chain of unremarkable events that led me to Mary and her section. He listens attentively, although I can see he’s dipping in and out of the office gossip at the other end of the table: Gemma Coke, Robin, Robin’s wife.

‘What about you?’ I ask.

Tom says the job suits him pretty well, for now at least. It gives him some stability, a regular income, while he works on his screenplay. He has the grace to flush when he mentions it.

As I ask a few more questions, it emerges that he hasn’t actually written it yet. He’s working on an outline, some character sketches, just doing a bit of initial research. ‘That’s the challenge, isn’t it,’ he says, just a little shamefaced. ‘Actually knuckling down and getting the thing on paper. You heard about Parvaneh, didn’t you?’

Parvaneh was in the subs’ pool until she won a new writers’ competition run by the Royal Court. Last I heard, the Weinstein Company had optioned her four-hander. Kate Winslet is interested, apparently.

‘Really, it’s great you’ve got a project you’re working on,’ I say, though I suspect he’ll never get farther than talking about it. ‘You must keep going. You will, won’t you? It’s really very impressive.’

I finish my drink and smile while he blusters a bit – bashfulness and hope fighting it out – and then I gather my things together and call it a day, though I get the impression it’s only just beginning, as far as they’re concerned.

One Friday evening I’m just coming out of the tube, having had supper with Naomi, whom I’ve known since university – a dull evening, as she’s newly married and pregnant, obsessed with nutrition and travel systems; I’m thinking about how I may have to let her go – when my phone beeps to say there’s a voicemail.

I listen to the message as I head up the hill towards my street. It’s Polly. She sounds a little bit drunk and very upset. ‘Where are you?’ she’s wailing. ‘It’s all going wrong. I really need to talk to you. It’s all … well, just ring me when you get this.’

It’s nearly eleven, a mild evening at the beginning of summer, and at the top of my street some kids are milling around outside the takeaway, with cigarettes and bottles of beer; a handful of girls are biting their lips and twisting their heads from side to side, moving to the R’n’B playing tinnily on someone’s phone. In the sodium glow, I notice a toddler in a buggy, a wrap of chips in her lap, looking around with wide dazed eyes.

‘It’s me. Frances,’ I say, when Polly picks up.

‘Where are you?’ she asks, and her voice is tearful, a bit desperate, rather accusatory. ‘Where have you been?’

‘On the tube,’ I say, stopping by the front door to find my keys, and then letting myself into the communal hall. The light bulb has gone again, so I have to fumble to fit my keys into the lock. The door gives, and I step into the flat and start to climb the stairs. ‘I’ve just got home. What’s wrong?’

‘Oh, I can’t explain now,’ she says, as if I’ve said something moronic. ‘It’s just a real mess.’ Then there’s a stifled sound as she puts her hand over the phone. I can hear her voice, muffled, and then someone else is saying something – a man. Then the sound clarifies and sharpens again as she takes her hand away. ‘Yeah, whatever,’ she’s saying, slurring slightly. ‘Fuck off, why don’t you?’

‘Where are you?’ I ask, dropping my bag on the sofa and switching on the table lamp. The usual dispiriting mess springs into view: drifts of old newspapers, the undercoated shelves I never got around to painting, the Rothko print in a clip-frame propped by the radiator. Wedging the phone between my chin and shoulder, I bend down and pick the TV remote and last night’s pasta bowl off the rug.

‘Camden,’ she says. ‘You’re not far from Camden, are you? I’m locked out of the flat in Fulham, and my flatmate’s away, and I don’t want to go back to Dad’s house … not like this.’

So I say if she wants to crash somewhere, she could always come here.

The taxi ticks up the road about fifteen minutes later. I’ve hidden her father’s books and done the washing up and put the papers into the recycling box, and because I’ve opened the windows quite wide – to freshen the place up a little – I hear her getting out, the weighted slam of the cab door followed by the unsteady percussion of her heels as she makes her way to the front door and leans on the bell.

She’s flushed, feverish-looking, with dark artificial shadows under her eyes: evidence of tears or maybe just sweat from the heat of the place where she has spent the evening. She doesn’t meet my gaze when I let her in, just slides past me, the smell of cigarettes in her hair, her ankles tiny above the brute wedge heel of her sandals as she climbs the stairs. ‘Thank God I got hold of you,’ she says as she comes into the sitting room, lifting the strap of her silver satchel over her head and letting it drop, and falling on to my sofa. The sprawl of her bare legs takes up half the room. She’s wearing a little waisted jacket over a sprigged dress which stops several inches short of her knees.

‘Do you want a glass of water or a cup of tea or something?’ I ask, standing there in the doorway, looking down at her.

‘I’d really like a cold glass of wine,’ she says, her arms outstretched beside her, palms to the ceiling: an attitude of dejection, or supplication. ‘Or a beer. I don’t suppose you’ve got any beer, have you?’

‘No, I don’t. I don’t have any wine either.’

‘Want another drink,’ she says. ‘Just one. Shit night. You know.’

I don’t say anything. I just stand there in the doorway with one hand on my hip. I’m feeling pretty tired, and I’m suddenly wondering what on earth I’m playing at, letting her in here.

My silence must have alerted her to the fact that she’s pushing her luck, because she sits up straight and presses her fingertips to her face, then smoothes the hair off her forehead: it’s a decisive little movement, and it suggests she’s trying to pull herself together. ‘No, you’re right,’ she says. ‘A herbal tea would be good, if you’ve got any. Thanks, Frances.’

I go into the kitchen and fill the kettle.

When I carry the camomile tea through, I see Polly has taken off her shoes and paired them up against the skirting, as a child on best behaviour might. She’s wandering around the room, examining things on the mantelpiece. Picking up the fossil I found at Golden Cap, then replacing it and absently moving on to the scented candle, which she lifts and sniffs automatically. As she runs a nail along the spines of my books, I know she’s looking to see whether I have any of her father’s novels.

‘It’s all old stuff,’ she says, half-pulling out a copy of Rebecca. ‘Don’t you read anything contemporary?’

‘Not much. If I do, it’s mostly for work,’ I say.

‘Hmm,’ she says, slotting the book back in again, and coming over to take a mug. ‘Thanks. I am sorry for tipping up like this. I hope I didn’t mess up your evening.’

‘It’s fine,’ I say. I sit down in the armchair. Polly goes over to her bag. ‘Would you mind if I had a smoke?’

‘Go ahead,’ I say, wondering whether my bedroom door upstairs is open or closed. ‘And then perhaps you’ll tell me what was going on when you rang me.’

She lights her cigarette, blowing out the match and leaving it on her saucer. ‘Oh, it was just a misunderstanding,’ she says. ‘I don’t really want to talk about it. Just some arsehole.’ The blue smoke hangs in the warm air, twisting a little.

‘Right,’ I say, starting to get to my feet. It’s too late for patience. ‘Look, I’ll go and get some blankets and we can make up the sofa bed.’

‘Oh,’ she says, and I can see she’s feeling hurt. ‘Of course, I don’t want to keep you up.’

I lean back into my chair. ‘I’ve been thinking about you,’ I say, relenting a little. ‘Wondering how you’re getting on. What happened about the course?’

‘Oh – that,’ she says, savagely. ‘I’m still on it – just. I told you about Lord Strange’s Men, didn’t I? The travelling company? Sam came up with the name, it’s a reference to something or other. I wasn’t mad on it. Anyway, we’re still planning to go – in fact, we should be starting rehearsals around now – but Dad has really started interfering. He rang up Sam’s father and they’ve worked themselves up into a mutual froth, and now they’ve agreed to cut off our allowances if we drop out. Sam is absolutely livid. He thinks it’s my fault somehow. If I hadn’t got involved, his dad wouldn’t have been dragged into it.’

‘That’s a bit tough,’ I say, trying to stifle a yawn.

‘Dad is being a total bastard,’ she says. ‘I can’t make anyone see it from my point of view: not him, not Teddy, not even Charlotte. It’s such a stupid mess.’ I can tell she’s thinking about her mother, about how Alys would have sorted it all out somehow, made it all good.

I imagine all her friends are getting rather tired of this routine, which is why she has ended up here. The familiar avidity surges up inside me again. I take a sip of my drink and wait.

But Polly is looking around the room again. ‘Do you live here on your own?’ she asks. I say I do. ‘It’s nice,’ she says, not really meaning it, and as she says this I see the room afresh, through her eyes: the racing-green sofa (a cast-off from Maida Vale), its stains inadequately camouflaged by a patterned throw; the combination of lamps and cushions and rugs which, rather than looking charming and eclectic, simply seem ill-assorted; and the view across the street of a little red-brick mansion block, metal-framed windows thick with nets and pulsing with blue light. There’s a burst of laughter from the kids by the chippy, and then the sound of a window being pulled open, and someone shouts, ‘It’s nearly midnight, don’t you have homes to go to?’ and then another voice yells back, ‘Get over it, wanker.’

Polly knocks her cigarette ash into her saucer and looks at me. ‘Keeping it real,’ she says.

‘Of course, it’s not Fulham,’ I say rather coldly.

‘Do you have a boyfriend?’ Polly asks. It’s a retaliatory question.

‘Not at the moment. Look,’ I say, moving again, ‘I think I’m going to go to bed.’

‘I’ll tell you,’ she says, in a rush. ‘I’ve got to tell someone. And Teddy doesn’t want to hear. And Dad is – well, it wouldn’t get me anywhere. It might make things worse. But I need to talk about it. I have a right to.’

‘Tell me what?’ I say.

‘About what went on. On the day of the accident. I keep thinking about it, I can’t get it out of my head. What she must have been feeling when she drove off. That’s one reason why I was so keen to meet you when Kate Wiggins first mentioned you. I wanted to know if my mother talked to you about it, if things had been left unresolved. And then what you told us – you know, “Tell them I love them” … I knew she’d made her peace with it. But I’m not sure if I have.’

I’m feeling distinctly uneasy now, as if I’m losing my centre of gravity, as if a magnetic pole is gradually shifting position.

‘Wait a minute,’ I say. ‘I’ve just remembered something.’ I go back into the kitchen and dig around at the back of the shelves for the dusty-shouldered bottle which I bought when Hester asked me to supply the brandy butter last Christmas. How do you drink brandy? With ice? I don’t know, but there are a few cubes in a tray in the freezer, so I pop them out into two glasses and pour us both a couple of fingers.

‘Nice one,’ she says, tucking her legs up on the sofa.

‘Why don’t you start at the beginning?’ I say.

So she does.

It was a miserable January weekend, sleety and dour, in the post-Christmas doldrums. Polly hadn’t planned to visit her parents at Biddenbrooke but she’d had an argument with her flatmate Serena (‘something pathetic – I’d finished her milk or not taken the rubbish out’); and though she had a party to go to that evening she suspected Sandeev, the ex, might be invited too, and she couldn’t quite face him yet. So she rang her parents on the Saturday morning, trying Alys’s mobile when the Highgate phone went unanswered.

Laurence took the call; Alys was driving. They were en route.

Alys intended to stay in Biddenbrooke till late on Sunday afternoon, and Laurence would catch the train back on Tuesday, or maybe Wednesday. He had the page proofs of his new book to go through before it went off to the printers.

‘Why don’t you come?’ her father asked.

So Polly caught the train from Liverpool Street and Laurence picked her up from the station and took her back to the house.

They were too late to go for a walk that afternoon, as it was already getting dark. Instead, Laurence lit a fire in the sitting room and Polly lay on the rug in front of it and they all read the papers and ate Alys’s walnut cake and drank tea. They talked quite a lot about Teddy, recently promoted at the Sackler Gallery, where his days seemed to be spent appeasing and cutting deals with often unreliable artists and the Russians who could afford to invest in them; and they talked a little about Polly’s course, though she tried to get them off the subject. The rain and wind lashed the windows. It was nice being there, in the warmth.

At 6.30 Laurence opened some wine.

Then he went out to collect fish and chips from Biddenbrooke, and they ate their supper out of the paper wrappers, sitting around the kitchen table.

When her parents went to bed around eleven, Polly stayed downstairs, watching a movie. It finished around one. As she went upstairs and along the corridor to her room, she heard her mother talking in a low voice – though not what she was saying – and noticed the thin spill of light beneath her parents’ bedroom door. She was surprised they were still awake.

When she woke up on Sunday morning and appeared at breakfast, there was an atmosphere in the air, as insistent as the smell of burning. Something had happened. And yet you couldn’t cite anyone’s actions or remarks as evidence of it. If anything, Alys and Laurence behaved quite normally. Too normally. Laurence was as attentive to Alys as he usually was, but he was watchful, too, as if he was waiting for something. And Alys, always distracted and dreamy, seemed preoccupied, almost absent.

Polly went back to bed with a cup of tea: she had a script to learn for college. An hour or so later, she was padding around the upstairs landing, on her way to run a bath, when she heard her mother’s voice, distinct, every word freighted. The kitchen door was ajar.

‘And you can change the dedication while you’re at it,’ she was saying. It was the coldness in her voice that shocked Polly most. Alys was never cold. ‘It’s not a tribute, it’s an insult.’

Polly didn’t want to hear any more. She was used to thinking of her parents’ relationship as harmonious. Her friends had parents who were divorced: mothers who were on their second or in some cases third husbands; fathers who lived in Geneva or New York with new wives and other, younger children, some of whom were still babies or at kindergarten. But Alys and Laurence were not like this. They were a partnership. They enjoyed each other’s company. Of course they rowed from time to time, but they always laughed at each other’s jokes.

When Polly still lived at home, she liked to lie in bed at night with the door open, listening to the sound of their conversation spiralling up through the house. It made her feel safe.

This was different. It was unwelcome. It frightened her.

She went down the landing to the bathroom and started to run the bath, and when she went back to her room to collect her shampoo, she whistled loudly just to let Alys and Laurence know she was around and within earshot. By the time she’d bathed and dried her hair, lunch was ready. A simple sort of lunch, the sort of thing Alys could always throw together without any fuss: a roast chicken, a pan of diced potatoes with rosemary, watercress salad. The atmosphere was still perhaps a little strained but as before there was nothing you could quite put your finger on. Laurence talked in passing about Nikolai Titov’s forthcoming autobiography. Alys listened, as she always did. Perhaps she spoke less than usual.

And then after lunch, when Polly looked at her watch and realised she had only twenty-five minutes before the train went, Alys volunteered to drive her to the station. It was all a rush from that point: throwing stuff in the bag; Alys unable to lay hands on the car keys and Laurence finally finding them in his overcoat pocket; an anxiety, as they drove through the narrow lanes, about whether they’d make it in time. When the Audi pulled up in the station car park, the red warning lights were flashing, the alarm was sounding, the gates across the level crossing were coming down. Polly blew her mother a kiss as she ran through the ticket office on to the platform. ‘I’ll call you!’ she shouted, over the clatter and screech of the approaching train.

Alys waved back, smiling.

That was their goodbye.

Laurence rang Polly that evening, around eleven o’clock, and told her what had happened.

‘Did you ever ask him what they had argued about?’ I ask, when the room has fallen silent.

‘No. How could I? Anyway, I only wanted to remember them together, happy. The disagreement, or whatever it was, only really came back to me when I heard about you. Then I let myself remember. And what you told us made me feel better – that she’d made her peace with whatever had happened. Affliction was published and of course it was dedicated to her. Most of them are, did you know? Apart from The Ha-Ha, which he dedicated to Teddy, and Ampersand, which he dedicated to me. Usually he just put her name, but for Affliction the dedication read, “For Alys. Always.” ’

I nod as if this is news to me.

‘I think she wanted her name taken off that book,’ she says. ‘And I don’t know why.’

‘Well,’ I say, sitting back; I’ve been leaning forward, listening and thinking hard. A siren wails louder and louder, then fades away as a police car speeds past the end of the street. ‘It was just one of those things, wasn’t it? It doesn’t sound very serious.’

‘It doesn’t sound like it,’ agrees Polly, looking down into her empty glass. ‘But something had happened. Something which my mother was taking seriously. Still – I’m glad you heard her say what she did. I can’t tell you how much it helps.’

I look at my watch. It’s nearly 1 a.m.

Together we take the throw and the cushions off the sofa, and tug out the bed frame, and then I help her to make up the mattress with some clean sheets. I give her a pillow and a blanket from my bedroom, and a T-shirt to sleep in, and I offer her a spare toothbrush, but there’s one in the interior pocket of her silver satchel. ‘It’s nothing to do with being a dirty stop-out,’ she says, though I feel free to draw my own conclusions about that. ‘I’m a bit OCD about my teeth.’

I say good night and leave her to it, clicking off the light on the landing and starting to climb the stairs.

‘Frances?’ she calls.

I go back and open the door wider, and she’s sitting up in bed, the sheet pulled tight over her knees. ‘Can you leave the hall light on?’ she asks. ‘I’m not very good in the dark.’

I sleep very badly, disturbed by noises that are part of the usual nocturnal soundscape: people arguing in the street, the double blip of car alarms being deactivated, the yowl of cats and, more distantly, foxes. My bedroom curtains slowly fill and empty with breaths of air. The harsh orange of the street lamps gradually gives way to a softer, pearlier light.

Finally, my neighbours’ days begin. I listen to the familiar sounds of sash windows being pushed open and the burble of radio phone-ins, the lunatic fanfare of Saturday cartoons.

When I go downstairs and peer into the sitting room, Polly is still asleep in the dimness. She is stretched out on her side, her long pale legs kicked free of the sheet, one hand under her flushed cheek. On the table, a light pulses on her mobile.

I’m eating toast at the kitchen counter when she comes in, yawning, still pink and dishevelled, expressing amazement and satisfaction that she doesn’t have more of a hangover. I push a cup of tea over to her as she checks her phone. It’s a message from Laurence.

‘He’s asking me to come over for lunch,’ she says, rubbing sleep out of her eyes with her palm. ‘It’s some sort of summit. Brilliant. Another bollocking.’ She sighs and slides on to the stool opposite me. Her bare toes – orange polish – grip the chrome bar like a chimp’s.

‘Well,’ I say. ‘Maybe this is an opportunity. Maybe you can use this to get a concession from him. Engineer things a little.’

She looks at me blankly.

‘Oh, come on,’ I say, impatiently. ‘You want to skip college and go off with Sam for a bit. He wants you to stick at the course. Can’t you meet in the middle somewhere?’

‘How would that work?’ she’s asking, aggrieved. ‘He’s made up his mind, and if I don’t do what he wants, he’ll stop my allowance.’

‘Right,’ I say. ‘But I’ve been thinking, what about if you managed to convince Tony Bamber, or whoever, that you needed a break from the course? Just temporarily – maybe for a year, or even just a term? I’m sure because of your circumstances they’d consider it. Compassionate leave, isn’t that what they call it? So you’d have a sort of sabbatical, which would allow you and Sam to go off and do your tour … and then you’d be able to go back to the course once you’d got the other thing out of your system.’

‘I won’t go back,’ says Polly stoutly, but I can tell the idea is starting to appeal to her. ‘Anyway, Dad won’t buy it.’

‘You don’t know until you try,’ I say.

‘No, you’re right,’ she says doubtfully. ‘It might be worth giving it a go. I just hope I can explain it as well as you did just now. You made it sound completely reasonable.’ She looks at me slyly. ‘I don’t suppose you’d come too?’ she says, and there’s suddenly a kittenish, imploring edge to her voice.

I umm and ah for a little, for form’s sake; and then – as if I’m overwhelmed by the expert deployment of charm – I say OK, I’ll do it, I’ll come.

We walk up to Highgate together, turning off the steep road that leads past the hospital – the road where Dick Whittington heard the bells, now clogged with double-deckers – to enter the park. It is already hot. There is a purple haze in the borders where the bees are rolling and tumbling rapturously, and the small playground is full of babies in sun bonnets. Daisies sparkle in the grass.

We pass along narrow inky corridors of shade and through scented clouds of lilac blossom. As the path curves round past the shrubbery at the top of the park, we pause and look back over the green slopes sprinkled with the first picnics of the year, over the placid oily expanse of the ponds, and far in the distance I see the towers and domes and Ferris wheel of central London, winking and glittering with a hard mineral light.

Leaving the park by the tennis courts, we cross Pond Square, where people with pint glasses are playing pétanque under the plane trees, and work our way through the side streets towards Laurence’s house. Polly has a key in her satchel. She opens the front door and we step inside. It’s cool and dark after the brightness of the day.

‘Hello,’ she calls. ‘Daddy? Where are you?’

There’s no answer, so she leads me downstairs. The big white kitchen is in a bit of a state. There are carrier bags on the counter and more slumped on the floor. There’s a dirty pan left out by the Aga. Coffee grounds are spilled around the kettle. By the open French window a newspaper lifts and falls, like something breathing.

Polly inspects one of the bags and takes out a shiny gold bar of French butter and a couple of cheeses wrapped in waxed paper, which she puts in the fridge. She says that Laurence has hired a housekeeper who comes in most mornings to clean and prepare meals, but Mrs King doesn’t work weekends. She rolls her eyes and crosses the room to the French windows, pushing them wide, leading me out on to the soft brick terrace.

‘Dad!’ she calls, and waves.

Laurence is halfway down the long garden, sitting – as I’d once imagined him sitting – on the bench outside the summer house. In the moment before Polly calls to him he’s entirely unaware of our arrival. It’s all there, unguarded: the endlessly miserable business of loneliness. I see it in his posture and written on his face. Then he hears his daughter and turns and rises and comes to meet us.

‘I understand you rescued Pol last night,’ he says to me while we are rather awkwardly shaking hands, and then, to her: ‘You are a little fool, losing your keys like this.’

‘I haven’t lost them, I left them in the flat,’ she protests, taking his arm as we walk back up the garden, along the brick path. Of course, I haven’t seen the house from this angle before. Between the dark glossy windows, thick pale hawsers of wisteria twist upwards, thinning like smoke. The blossom isn’t quite out yet. Another week or two, I think.

‘Serena is coming back this afternoon anyway,’ Polly is saying.

‘Well, I’m glad you could both make it for lunch,’ he says, holding the French windows open for us and following us inside. ‘Pol tells me you’ve been seeing quite a bit of each other,’ he adds, stooping for a carrier bag. There’s something less formal in his voice now, as if he’s surprised but pleased, for his daughter’s sake, that the two of us have made a connection.

‘I enjoy her company,’ I say, directly to him. ‘She’s so … young. It’s rather energising. And flattering too, I suppose.’

Polly laughs, as if this is a silly thing to say, and Laurence looks at me then, a thoughtful, assessing glance. Among other things, I know he’s trying to work out how old I am. Thirty? Thirty-five? ‘I hear you gave her some good advice a few months ago when she was going through a rough patch at drama school,’ he says. ‘Talked some sense into her. She certainly wasn’t interested in anything I was saying at that point, so thank God she listened to you.’

‘I wouldn’t say I did anything,’ I say. ‘I just asked a few questions, that was all. She came to the decision by herself. Isn’t that right, Polly?’

‘Mmm,’ says Polly, who has been busy upending little paper bags. Purple and pale green lettuces, earth still clinging to their frills. A tub of queen olives leaking oil. Bagels spill out over the counter like deck quoits.

While Laurence is tipping the olives into a dish and wiping up the mess, she meets my eye, and I give her a tiny shake of the head: Not yet, not quite yet, let’s have a drink first. ‘Have you got any white, Dad?’ she’s asking, and he’s directing her to a frosted bottle in the fridge. There’s not much else in there, I see. Some Greek yogurt. A carton of semi-skimmed milk. A couple of Pyrex dishes sealed with clingfilm, which I imagine have been left by Mrs King. Lasagne, by the look of it. Some sort of chicken casserole.

I rinse the lettuces and Polly mixes a vinaigrette while Laurence gets glasses and unwraps the cheese. Then we take our plates and go out to the ironwork table. Around us at some remove, discreetly shielded by dense dark hedges waxy with heat, the neighbours are living their comfortable lives: children on trampolines, the hiss of hoses. This time I guess it’s OK to look as if I’m enjoying the wine.

Laurence asks all the questions Polly has failed to, and I answer them, without going into much detail. My modesty is real enough. Used to Polly’s solipsism, I find his polite interest makes me uneasy. I don’t like feeling exposed.

As if he has sensed this, he takes the conversation elsewhere: to Mary Pym, whom he remembers from the Sunderland prize panel; to Frynborough and Biddenbrooke and the seaside at Welbury. He went to Welbury as a child most summers: his parents took rooms in a boarding house there every August. Those childhood memories (swimming off the groynes; the annual crabbing contest) were the reason why he and Alys started looking for a holiday house in the area when they left America. We talk about the pier and the bandstand and the boating lake, the closure of the fishmonger’s and the colonisation of the high street (he and I agree this is lamentable, Polly is rather pro) by cupcake merchants and boutiques selling patterned wellingtons.

The bottle empties and he goes to get another one. Smoke from a barbecue drifts lazily through the hedge.

A window opens somewhere releasing the Jazz Record Requests signature tune.

‘I was talking to Frances about Sam’s Shakespeare project,’ begins Polly carefully.

He raises an eyebrow and slides deeper into his chair, steepling his fingers in front of him. ‘Ah,’ he says.

‘I was wondering if we couldn’t find a compromise,’ she says.

He sits there, waiting.

‘Sam’s plan – it’s such an amazing opportunity,’ she says, then sees his expression. ‘Well, anyway. I thought that perhaps if we worked on Tony Bamber, he might let me take some time off the course. Special circumstances and all that. Compassionate leave. So I wouldn’t be dropping out, I’d just be taking a break for a while. A term – or maybe a year at the most.’

We watch him as he considers this for a moment, running his thumb absently over the bristle on his jaw.

‘And if I helped you lobby for this, you’d definitely rejoin the course?’ he says.

‘Absolutely,’ she says, her eyes shining with innocence. Maybe she has got some talent after all, I think.

He makes a contemplative sort of noise and shifts position, tapping his index fingers together.

‘What do you think about this?’ he asks me, eventually.

‘Well, if Mr Bamber agrees, it appears to solve the problem,’ I say, hesitantly.

‘I take your point,’ he says. He sighs. Then to Polly he says, ‘I think we’d better book in to see your Mr Bamber some time next week.’

Soberly Polly nods, but when he has gone inside to answer the phone, she leans over the table to me, hissing, ‘Yes!’

‘It’s not a done deal yet,’ I caution, my voice low.

‘No. But it will be,’ she whispers back. ‘Wait and see. No one ever refuses Dad anything.’

Laurence comes back, picking his way over the grass. Like so many men, he looks at a disadvantage in bare feet. ‘Teddy’s coming round,’ he calls. ‘And Honor.’

‘Not Honor,’ Polly groans.

I remember the Sargent postcard and suddenly feel an anxiety to be gone by the time they arrive. The afternoon has been a success, I feel, and it’s good to leave on a high. ‘Oh, look at the time,’ I say, rising to my feet. ‘I really must go.’

‘Oh. Must you?’ says Polly, unconcerned. ‘Thanks for last night.’

‘Any time,’ I say, kissing her cheek in a sisterly fashion. ‘Let me know what happens at college. I’ll see myself out.’

But Laurence insists on accompanying me to the front door. There’s a tiny quick confusion at the French windows, as we both feint and hesitate, prepared for the other to go into the house first, and then he lightly touches the small of my back to encourage me to step ahead of him, and I note the gesture, and I save it.

‘You seem to be a good influence,’ he says quietly as we pass through the white kitchen and up the pale stairs, into the hall. ‘I’ve been worried about Polly recently, but she seems to listen to you, and your advice seems to be very … sensible. Of course, I don’t want to be too hard on her. She was very close to her mother. We’re all still coming to terms with what happened. It’s going to take some time.’

I don’t know exactly how to respond to this, so I stand still in the hall, on the Turkish rug, my hand resting on the cool polished table. An insect knocks itself against the fanlight, trying to get out. In the silence of the empty house, I hear the rustle of the trees in the street.

‘So, really, thank you,’ he says. ‘I’m grateful.’

I say it’s nothing, a pleasure, anything I can do to help, and I smile and look up at him, and as I do so I feel a shock in the air, another tiny moment of possibility like the one I felt months ago, only this time I’m fairly sure he has felt it too. And then it passes, and I’m walking away through the long shadows on the pavement, while behind me the front door closes quietly.

One afternoon I’m waiting by the printer when Tom comes over and says if I’m at a loose end on Saturday night, he and his flatmate are having a party.

I’m half-minded to text him at the last minute saying I’m a bit under the weather, but I find I keep thinking, quite idly, about the way he dislikes Oliver so very much. And also about his eyelashes.

Mid-evening I catch the bus to his part of town and turn down a street with a Paddy Power on the corner, passing – as he instructed – a curry house and a minicab firm. The little front garden is choked with bindweed and shepherd’s purse, and as I press the bell I notice the terracotta pots that no one has bothered with for years. I am buzzed into the shared hall: a bulb on a string, dirty carpet, a bike with a flat tyre, drifts of pizza fliers and brown envelopes addressed to tenants who moved out months ago. Sometimes it seems we all live in the same places.

When I go up to the first floor and into the flat, pushing through the knot of people in the corridor, I find Sol from work in the kitchen, talking to a man in a checked shirt who turns out to be Tom’s flatmate, Hamish. I put the blue plastic carrier bag on the kitchen table and take out the bottle of red wine, and then – because Hamish’s attention is already elsewhere – I look around and find the corkscrew and a clean plastic cup among the shiny pillows of corn chips on the counter. Underfoot, the lino is already sticky with beer. The music is very loud.

Oh, how I hate parties. I hate standing around on the edge of things, feeling awkward and conspicuous, having to pretend that life doesn’t get sweeter than this: a crowded room full of strangers, a warm drink and a handful of processed snacks.

As I take my wine and move through Tom’s flat, smiling blankly, trying hard to look as if I know where I’m heading, I find myself thinking about my mother, wondering whether this is what life feels like to her: messy, noisy, unsympathetic. A little bit frightening, I suppose.

Just finish your drink, I tell myself. You’ve made the effort to come, he won’t have expected that. Then you can go. The flat comes into view, behind the people who are leaning towards each other and telling jokes and showing off, and it looks like all the others, like Naomi’s flat and, I suppose, like mine, too. White walls, varnished pine floorboards, a lumpy blue sofa. The individual touches are similarly predictable: a phrenology head on the mantelpiece; bits of taxidermy; a Now Panic and Freak Out poster; Amis, Auster and – I look for him, and of course I find him – a recent Kyte in between the India and Guatemala Lonely Planets on the shelves.

And then Tom comes out of nowhere. ‘Hey, nice one!’ he is saying. ‘You made it, then.’

‘Yes, hello,’ I say, and looking at him now – the T-shirt with the ironic slogan, the Puma trainers with dirty laces – I can’t remember why I came. What was I thinking?

He’s very personable, very attentive. I allow him to refill my glass, and I put it to my lips and drink it down quite quickly while he introduces me to some people, Nick and Catriona, and I hear myself asking questions and talking, about films and work and where and how I live. I sound quite unlike myself, but of course nobody here knows the difference.

I listen to Catriona making a joke about the host of a reality TV show, the line of her asymmetric bob swinging against her jaw as she turns her head to monitor our responses, and I think, We’re all pretending. The room is full of constructs and inventions. People are experimenting, trying out lines, seeing what goes down best and takes them farthest. I watch the ways they betray themselves and their intentions, the way they draw closer to and turn away from each other. I hear the things that they say and the things that they leave unsaid.

A girl with a green glass necklace is standing in the doorway with Hamish and they’re arguing about something, and then they’re kissing. Some people start to dance, and Tom is there with them, attempting a flashy humorous little sequence of steps – jazz hands, his tongue poking out of the corner of his mouth as he concentrates – and then he looks around to see whether people are watching. Whether I’m watching.

A little later, I go into the kitchen to get my bag and find Tom and Sol slicing up giant wheels of delivery pizza, and then Sol takes the stack of flat damp boxes into the next room and I’m alone with him, and it’s suddenly very quiet, despite the noise of the music and laughter from the corridor, and he comes up close and looks at me and says, ‘Frances,’ and I know what’s going to happen next, and I don’t want it to, I don’t want him, the thought now fills me with a kind of horror, so I wait until there’s absolutely no room left for doubt and then I step back. ‘No, sorry, that wouldn’t be a good idea,’ I say, raising my palms, making another barrier between us. ‘Really, don’t take this the wrong way, but …’

And I leave, in quite a hurry, anxious to get out of there: away from Tom, his flat, his drunk friends.

When I see him at work the following week, we are cordial and a little bit cool with each other, and that’s as far as it goes.

A month or so later, I hear he’s seeing the new work-experience girl on the magazine. People giggle about it at the tea trolley. He’s quite an operator, they say.

The weather holds. For weeks, it seems, I’ve been sleeping under just a sheet. When I wake in the morning, just before my alarm goes off, I throw the sheet down over the bottom of the mattress, so it billows and pools over the floorboards. I lie there, hands at my side, and watch the light blooming and shifting on the ceiling, pitted with the interruption of leaves.

Mary gets very ratty as August approaches. Her children start ringing her up as soon as she arrives at the office, asking her where the bicycle pump is, telling her one of the dogs ran off in the park or there’s no loo paper in any of the loos.

Plus Oliver has booked a fortnight off (Sardinia: he’s wangled a travel freebie), and then I’m away for two weeks, and somehow the pages have still got to come out.

On top of all that, Ambrose Pritchett has gone AWOL owing twelve hundred words on a controversial new biography of Sturges Hardcastle.

From my desk, I can see the little men in the crane cockpits: remote mysterious figures alone in the moving air, high over London. The city is white-hot, hard to look at. The pale dusty skies seem to go on for ever.

When Mary asks whether I could do a rush job reviewing the Hardcastle, I say no problem.

She glances up at me. There’s something in her expression which you might almost mistake for warmth. ‘What would I do without you,’ she says breezily.

Oliver sits silent at his terminal, head down, a mime of industry. He has cut back on the stagey phone calls and now slopes off for a smoke with Sasha from Fashion only twice a day.

I often see him edging anxiously into the knots of people puzzling over the latest memo from Human Resources. These emails are extremely long and involved, banging on about synergies and platforms and tasking and traction, but no one around the tea trolley really knows what any of these words mean. No one really knows anything at all. The one certainty is that the heads of department are going through a ‘consultation process’ during which ‘the strengths and weaknesses of their teams will be assessed’.

Tiny little Robin McAllfree paces his glass office like a prisoner, waving his arms and shouting at the HuRe gorillas seated around his groovy Perspex desk. We know they’ve only been invited up so he can put on this floor show.

‘All this for us?’ murmurs the comment editor, passing on his way to the printer. ‘What a prick.’

In low voices we talk about how ridiculous it is, and then we go home and eat and sleep and eat and come in again, and the days roll on. Sometimes it feels as if nothing will ever change.

One afternoon Mary drops a card on my desk. It’s an invite to the launch of a poetry magazine. She can’t go herself – she has promised to take Leo to the new X-Men movie – but some quite big names are on the board and we might get a diary story out of it. ‘Only if you haven’t got anything else on,’ she says.

From time to time, I’m thrown these so-called perks, like a bear at the zoo being chucked a stale bun. I don’t have high hopes for this one – there’s no money in poetry, so it’ll be cheap bottled beer and CostCo crisps rather than rationed fizz and canapés – but it’s being held in Bloomsbury in a guild with an Arts and Crafts hall, and I’ve always wanted to see the interior.

There’s no one at the door and the room is already pretty full by the time I get there, so I sidle in and wander around the edge of the space, looking at the span of the beams, the stained glass, the way the light falls on the long waxed floorboards. The speeches are just about to begin when there’s a small stir of interest around the entrance and Laurence comes in, deep in conversation with beaky Audrey Callum, one of Mary’s contributors. I turn away as if to examine the list of the Fallen, not wanting him to see me here, alone; and as I do so I notice a young woman in a blue dress, a woman with a streak of white in her dark hair. I notice her particularly because of the way she notices him.

Without dropping a beat, somehow without really disconnecting from the conversation she is having with two older men, she transfers – and it’s only for a moment, a fraction of a moment – all her energy to Laurence, over there on the other side of the room. I feel her anxiety and the pitch of her anticipation. It signals itself in the way she returns to her companions, applying herself fully to their discussion, laughing and nodding and raking a hand through the tangle of black curls. The white flashes like the beam of a lighthouse.

I remember her brushing past me in the Kytes’ hall on the day of Alys’s memorial service. I remember the pale stunned look on her face.

I stay at the back of the room during the speeches. Afterwards the party relaxes again, given a new lease of life, and Laurence is claimed by a group next to the platform. I’ve lost track of the young woman in the blue dress. I’m on the point of leaving when Audrey Callum recognises me and comes over to find out more about the dreadful atmosphere at the Questioner as it goes down the tubes. ‘Well, they’d be mad to get rid of you,’ she says. ‘You’re an asset to that desk. I’ve told Mary.’

Eventually I extricate myself and leave my glass on a side table, stepping out into the hot evening. In the square, the light is just going out of the trees but the pavements are still blood-warm underfoot. The cars parked along the railings are sticky with lime pollen.

I’m walking along the square towards the bus stop when I hear a low voice in the garden, and then another. One of the voices is Laurence’s. I see a flash of white through the leaves as she turns on her heel and comes out of the garden, the iron gate clanging behind her.

Mary expects gossip, so I bring it to her. Thanks to Audrey Callum I have some decent stories, though they are all unprintable. I tell her about the air-con scion who has sunk cash into the project as a tax dodge; I pass on a rumour about the editor’s proclivities.

‘Anyone there?’ she asks.

‘Laurence Kyte. I didn’t get a chance to say hello,’ I say. ‘He was talking to an interesting-looking person, a girl with black hair, with a streak of white. Rather dramatic-looking. Do you know who that is?’

Mary is tapping away at her keyboard. ‘Julia Price,’ she says. ‘Oh, she’s quite the thing, Julia Price.’

At lunchtime, when all the desks around me are empty, when everyone has hurried out to the concrete plaza in front of the office to eat their sandwiches on the scratchy circle of grass, I google Julia Price.

What I read makes my heart sink, just a little.

I haven’t made any definite plans for my fortnight’s holiday. I’m intending, finally, to paint the sitting-room shelves, and there seems to be a general understanding that I’ll visit my parents for a night or two, but otherwise my diary is clear. So I text Polly to ask whether I can come and watch Lord Strange’s Men performing. According to the email she sent me a while back, they might be in Worthing next week, or Eastbourne.

She rings me on the Thursday evening when I’ve come in from work and says it’s all off: the play was a disaster, the whole thing has been shelved. Pandora started seeing a new boyfriend who invited her to the South of France at the last minute; Ben got glandular fever; and when the rest of them looked into it, they realised that they needed ‘permits and stuff’.

‘And so Sam said it was time to rethink,’ says Polly. ‘He felt his artistic vision was being kind of compromised? It’s such a shame.’ She doesn’t sound too bothered. I imagine Sam is consoling himself with his allowance.

‘Anyway,’ she says. ‘I’m in Biddenbrooke. If you’re around, why don’t you come down for a bit next week? There’s lots of room.’ Over the phone I can hear the acoustics of the space around her: expansiveness, high ceilings.

Why not, I say. I’d love to.

The village is under friendly occupation when I drive through it in the late afternoon. In the lengthening blue shadows cast by the flint church and the graveyard yews, holidaymakers and second-homers picnic and throw balls on the green. Beneath the teashop parasols, most tables are busy. The women in print sundresses with oilcloth shoppers at their feet; the men in long baggy khaki shorts with lots of pockets. Every child wears a stripy T-shirt.

The Kytes’ house, Nevers, is at the far end of the village, off the Welbury Road, a couple of miles from the sea. I drive past an old red phone box almost entirely hidden by sprays of cow parsley, and a couple of cyclists sprawled on a grassy verge, draining their water bottles, and then I turn off and follow the pebbly track down through a fenced meadow full of sheep, the sun in my eyes. An olive-green gate, propped open with a rock. Gravel skirls under the wheels.

It’s a small Edwardian country house, or maybe a large villa: part brick, part flint, gabled ends, entirely unpretentious. It’s not a beautiful building but it has a solidity that makes it nearly handsome.

I park the car up against the knackered-looking outhouses, next to an old Saab and a white Mini that must surely belong to Polly, and just sit there for a moment, watching the hollyhocks nodding in the breeze. It’s very quiet, apart from the murmur of the wood pigeons. There are croquet mallets lying on the lawn, and here and there beneath the hydrangeas I can see the red, blue, green and yellow of the wooden balls, planets frozen in orbit.

The front door is locked and has the look of something seldom used. I don’t want to ring the bell so I sling my bag over my shoulder and walk around to the side of the house, through a brick arch, and on to another lawn, which is dominated, some distance from the terrace, by the spread of a copper beech. Three empty deckchairs are set out beneath it. A litter of books and teacups and suncreams and wineglasses fills the grass.

‘It’s Frances, isn’t it?’ says a voice behind me. I turn around and see Honor stepping out of the house’s dim interior, twisting the rope of her hair in front of her, so the water runs out of it and drips on to the brick. She is wearing a pink vest and a short stripy cotton skirt, tight on the hips and then flaring out in frivolous little pleats. ‘Polly said you were coming down, but she didn’t say you were arriving today.’

She probably doesn’t mean to sound unwelcoming, I think.

‘Well, that was always the plan,’ I say, smiling. ‘You must be Honor. Where is she?’

‘At the pool, last time I saw her,’ says Honor, twisting the rope again. ‘I came in for a shower: it’s my turn to do supper. I hope there’s enough for four.’

As if I am at a sufficient disadvantage, she now makes a few slim concessions. She says she’d show me my room, only Polly hasn’t told her where I’m going. ‘Do you want a swim? It’s down there, through the orchard,’ she says, pointing. ‘The gate’s in the wall.’ If I want to change, there’s a cloakroom and lots of spare swimming towels in the cupboard.

I follow her indoors, through a long cool sitting room: a piano, books, copper bowls of alabaster eggs, a pair of sofas – their cushions dented with evidence of leisure – facing each other in front of a generous fireplace over which hangs an abstract oil in ochre and black. The cloakroom is off the hall, full of bootjacks and waxed coats with corduroy collars. When I’ve changed into my swimming costume and folded up my clothes and shoved them in my bag, Honor is nowhere to be seen, so I wrap the towel around my waist and retrace my steps into the slanting golden sunshine, then pick my way barefoot down the lawn.

Edged with smooth curves of silver foliage spiked with foamy flurries of white, the lawn gives way to the longer grass and lusher shade of the orchard: the apple trees, which Malcolm Azaria mentioned at the memorial service. They’re venerable, stooping trees, probably older than the house.

A brick wall runs along the edge of the orchard, radiating the stored heat of the day, and in the middle of it, between two espaliered pears, there’s a gate. I unlatch it.

There’s no one in the pool or around it. The sunloungers with their bold print cushions are empty. An orange towel lies in a tangle over the flagstones, which are splashed with water around the shallow end, proof that someone has emerged from it fairly recently; but the footprints lead into a bright patch of sunshine and vanish.

The rectangle of water stretches ahead of me, a calm holy blue snagged with the smallest circle of wrinkles where an insect is floundering. I drop my towel over a chair and stand at the edge with the sun on my back, watching my shadow flying over the pale mosaic, the random neon geometry of sunlight far below. Then I take a breath and dive in.

It’s cold, very cold, and the shock forces me to the surface, but already I’m becoming accustomed to it, and I start to swim, fiercely at first. I do a few fast lengths of crawl, pushing hard through the water, feeling my chest starting to tighten, then I slacken the pace and turn on my back and float, enjoying the cool suck and slide of the water as the activity leaves it.

At the edge of my vision I see the gate opening, and I flip over and swim to the side. Polly and Teddy are standing there in shorts and tennis shoes, looking down at me. Both of them seem slightly taken aback.

‘Hello,’ I say, resting my arms on the edge of the pool. ‘I’ve been looking for you. Honor said you were having a swim, and when I got here – well, it just looked too good to resist.’

‘We were having a quick knockabout next door,’ says Polly. ‘We heard the splash and wondered who it was. Is it Monday already? Christ. I’ve totally lost track.’ She says they usually play at this time of day, when the sun goes off the court.

While she talks, Teddy patrols the perimeter of the pool, dragging the skimmer through the water. From the way he avoids my eye and doesn’t address me directly, I am made aware that he’s displeased to find me here; and not simply because I’ve caught him off guard.

I get the feeling that he would quite like to fish me out, too, along with the flies and leaves.

He has something on me, perhaps. I wonder what it is.

He keeps his gaze fixed on the task, ignoring me, and when he has finished, he slides the skimmer back behind the poolhouse, pulls off his T-shirt and shoes, and dives in: tidy, exact, not much of a splash. He comes to the surface with a gasp, throwing his head back so the pool is briefly marked with a flurry of tiny droplets, and then he rotates in the water and says to me, quite coolly, ‘So, how’s tricks?’

I don’t enjoy this sort of question. Too open-ended. It could go anywhere. So I say work’s grim at the moment. ‘It’s a bit like Oranges and Lemons. Here comes a candle to light you to bed, and here comes a chopper to chop off your head. There’s no way of knowing if you’re going to get a candle or the axe.’ He smiles politely.

Polly is tugging off her T-shirt and shorts, revealing an even tan and a faded red bikini. Cautiously she starts to inch down the rickety metal ladder, making little showy screams about the temperature. Finally she pushes off, her breath coming in snatches. We bob around in the water for a while, and once she has got used to the temperature Polly tells me about the neighbours, Colonel and Mrs Williams, who let them use the court whenever they want. ‘We could play tomorrow,’ suggests Teddy. ‘Doubles, if you play, Frances?’

‘Oh, sorry,’ I say. ‘I’ll play chess, if you like. That’s the only game I’m any good at. I’m useless at tennis, I’m afraid.’

‘Shame,’ says Teddy. But I don’t get the feeling he minds all that much.

Polly shows me to my bedroom. It’s smallish, on the first floor over the front porch, with a view of the croquet lawn and the sheep field. Rather to my surprise, the double bed is a tangle of linen. There’s a pillow on the floor. The cupboard is open, yawning hangers.

‘Oh shit, I forgot,’ says Polly from the doorway, as I put my bag down, noting as I do so the apple cores and cotton-wool balls blackened with kohl lying in the bin. ‘Jacob and Marie-Élise were here at the weekend, and Mrs Talbot doesn’t come in until tomorrow. Just grab some clean sheets and pillowcases from the airing cupboard.’ She wanders away in search of a drink, her plimsolls sounding softly on the stair carpet and then, more distant but precisely, on the parquet in the hall below.

I put a copy of the Spectator in the bin and drag the sheets from the bed, revealing an unpleasant wad of dried-up tissues under one pillow, and then I set off to find the airing cupboard. Polly hasn’t told me where it is, so I use this as an excuse to glance into all the rooms opening off the landing. Polly’s room is under one of the gables: it’s papered with a rosebud print marked with dark Blu-tack stains where her posters once hung. There’s a doll’s house on the floor next to her suitcase, which has yet to be properly unpacked. Clothes and cosmetics spill out of it and drift across the floor. Designer deodorant. A tiny little black bra. A pair of jeans, tugged inside out like a snakeskin.

There are two other unoccupied guest bedrooms: a cramped boxroom single with sailing boats on the blind, suitable for a child, and a large double with an unwrinkled linen coverlet and a view over the orchard towards the sea, a low blue haze on the horizon.

Teddy and Honor have chosen to stay in what is clearly his boyhood bedroom: they’ve dragged the mattresses off the twin beds, and pushed them together on the carpet. Possibly they are amused by the nostalgic thrill of having sex in there, with the matchstick galleon on the dresser and the bookshelves full of Asterix and old Beano annuals.

Through the open window, I can hear Polly and Teddy talking on the terrace beneath, the clink of a glass or a bottle being put down on a hard surface, and then I smell cigarette smoke.

‘She didn’t realise it was anything special,’ Teddy is saying, defensively. ‘She didn’t do it on purpose.’

‘OK, but she might have thought,’ Polly says. ‘I mean, you’d never know she was the guest here, would you? Sheesh.’

The last room is Laurence and Alys’s. I glance over the bannisters before I go in, listening for Honor, and when I hear the sound of running water from the kitchen I know I’m safe and I place my hand on the doorknob, carved with a spiral to resemble a beehive.

Clearly he hasn’t been down to the house for some time. The curtains are partly drawn to keep out the sun. The housekeeper has pulled the blue-and-white cover tightly over the high bank of pillows, and left a satin-edged blanket neatly folded at the foot of the bed. I go around the room in the half-light, examining things: the gooseneck lamps on the bedside tables, both angled for reading; the inlaid box on the dresser, its worn velvet trays full of a mess of cufflinks and kirby grips and buttons and an old silver thimble; the wedding photograph – outfits, confetti, the kiss on the step – in the mother-of-pearl frame; the curling snaps of Polly and Teddy stuck in around the edge of the looking glass. I open the wardrobe, and it’s full of clothes, his on one side, hers on the other. Handfuls of sundresses in primary colours, Guernseys, thick walking socks, polo shirts, white shorts for tennis.

There’s a bottle of French scent on the dresser, just a faint film of yellowish liquid left inside, and I take off the lid and sniff it, and then I spray a little into the air in front of me. It’s a clean, fresh smell, a morning smell, energetic, lively. Not what I was expecting. I put the bottle back, beside its matching jar of body cream. A birthday present, I think. Alys wouldn’t have bothered to buy a set herself.

In the bathroom, I pick out some linen and a bath towel, and then I make up my bed and empty the bin into the carrier bag in which I packed my shoes, and I go downstairs, my arms full of Marie-Élise’s detritus. I ask Honor, who is laboriously grating cheese, whether she wants any help with supper, and in a long-suffering sort of voice she says no, she’s fine; so, when I’ve put the rubbish in the kitchen bin and left the laundry in a basket in the utility room, I head out to find the others on the terrace. I’m walking through the sitting room when I hear their voices. They’re bickering over whose turn it is to do the next supermarket shop.

‘But that’s not fair, I did the last one,’ Polly is complaining.

‘Yes, but Jacob and Marie-Élise are your friends – and so,’ says Teddy, lowering his voice significantly, ‘is Thingy. What on earth is she doing here, anyway? Even by your standards, Pol, she seems a bit random.’

I pause for a moment in the shadows, absently picking up one of the alabaster eggs – cool and heavy in my hand – as I listen to his snicker of amusement, waiting for the inevitable betrayal.

But to my surprise, it doesn’t come. ‘Oh, she’s all right,’ Polly is saying, resisting the temptation to turn me into a joke. ‘I feel a bit sorry for her, I suppose.’

‘Well, exactly,’ says Teddy, and I can hear him stretching and starting to yawn.

‘Look, Frances has been through something horrible too, you know. And she has been kind to us. She didn’t have to meet us, did she? And she has really been there for me the last few months.

‘Anyway, she’s good at fitting in,’ adds Polly, crossly, in summary. ‘She’s easy to have around. Whereas Honor …’

Ridiculously, my heart leaps as I listen to Polly’s speech, though I know I’ve become a cheap shot, just another instalment in an ancient sibling argument. Her defence of me is certainly not proof of any real sort of loyalty.

Still, despite everything, I can’t help finding her reaction endearing; touching, almost.

‘Whereas Honor …’ Polly is saying ‘… with her soya milk and organic shampoo and Peace Oils … Surely she must be running out of Peace Oil by now?’ And when Teddy starts to speak, she says, ‘It’s definitely your turn. There are two of you. I don’t see why I should have to do another.’

‘I think you’re being very unfair. After all, it’s not as if Honor actually eats anything,’ says Teddy, and then they both laugh. Carefully, I put the egg back in the copper bowl and go out to join them.

It is a rather bad supper. Green salad, inexpertly drained; a vegetable lasagne with large hard coins of carrot and lumpy béchamel. We sit at the kitchen table, surrounded by all of Honor’s mess: mustard jars with the lids off, spoons in puddles of tomato juice, a packet of flour standing in its dusty white shadow.

‘Is it OK?’ she keeps asking, but I don’t think she really cares too much either way.

She works for a TV production company. She’s the baby of the family: the youngest of three, by quite a long way. Her father, it transpires, is an old friend of Laurence’s, a Labour peer, an expert on industrial relations. Her mother is an interior designer. It slowly dawns on me that I’ve heard of her pioneering work with taupe.

‘They must all be chuffed about you two getting together,’ I say, and Honor rests one elbow on the table, propping her chin on her knuckles, smiling complacently at Teddy while he says his father’s response was: Oh, thank God. At last.

But as the evening progresses, I start to wonder about Honor. She’s rather distant with Polly, and sometimes when Teddy is talking about work – sinking all his energies into taking off an oligarch’s girlfriend, or a super-humourless German video artist – I notice her attention slipping away from him, drawn to the window, or the pattern on a teatowel, or the patch of dry skin on her heel.

Hmm, I think, watching her fiddling with the candle in the silver candlestick, picking at the molten wax so it spills and hardens on the table. You’re getting bored, aren’t you? And you can’t quite bring yourself to admit it yet.

I offer to do the washing up and after Polly has been outside to have a cigarette she brings her wineglass back to the kitchen and sits on the counter, swinging her smooth brown legs and idly drying the same saucepan over and over again. She has been staying at Nevers for the last fortnight: groups of friends have filtered down from London, though not Sam, with whom she is now on ‘non-speakers’.

Her brother and Honor arrived last Wednesday. ‘And,’ adds Polly, furtively, ‘she’s driving me crazy. She keeps grumbling about staying in Teddy’s old room – I think she’d like to move into Mum and Dad’s, can you believe it? And don’t start me on the topless sunbathing.’ She mimes sticking her fingers down her throat. ‘It’s good you’ve come. I’d had it up to here with the pair of them.’

‘Poor old Polly,’ I say, grabbing the flour from the kitchen table and looking at her for directions. ‘You’re having a rough time of it at the moment, aren’t you?’

Polly puts her head in her hands.

‘Oh, I know you didn’t mean it like that,’ she says, lifting her face and seeing my expression. ‘But I just have this constant sense that something, someone, is missing. I think about her – my mother – all the time. High summer when the garden was in its prime – or just on the turn, just beginning to fade so she could finally relax … well, it was her favourite time of year, really.’ Briefly she presses the heels of her hands over her eyes. Then she notices the packet of flour I’m holding. ‘Ummm, I think it goes in there.’

I open the cupboard, which is full of serving dishes and cast-iron casseroles.

‘Or maybe not. Try that one,’ she suggests, starting to giggle.

The moment passes.
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