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			Elective mutism: unwillingness or refusal to speak, arising from psychological causes such as depression or trauma.

		

	
		
			

		

		
			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			1

			Now

			It’s my favourite nurse, the one who brushes my hair gently, taking care never to catch the bristles in a knot, and who dabs at my face with a warm flannel rather than the vicious wiping that some of the others indulge in. I could react. I never do. 

			She talks to me constantly as she works, lifting my upper lip so that she can scrub my teeth with delicate little circular motions, raising a glass of water to my mouth and telling me: ‘Take a big swig now, my darling, and swill it around.’

			She calls me ‘beauty’ or ‘darling’, never Catherine. Sometimes I can focus on her words for a little while before the tug of dreams pulls me back to you.

			‘Your family are coming today,’ she says. 

			My little girl will be patting my face with her small, soft hands, my boy standing silently by my chair, watching with his grave eyes. My husband will talk to me, telling me about his day with the note of self-consciousness that is always there. Who can blame him? Bloody embarrassing talking to a brick wall, day after day.

			‘Hello, Catherine,’ he’ll say, always my name now. 

			Beauty. Catherine. Just labels that hold no meaning. I am whoever they want me to be. Mostly I sit still while the words whirl above me, dancing golden specks of dust caught in the sun.

			‘Recovery’ – this word is said a lot. By Sam, who says it in a tense, passive-aggressive kind of way, and by the psychiatrist, whose pronouncement is more hazy, more hip-swinging, easy come, easy go. Who’s counting? he seems to say. Sam is, Sam is counting. He wants to know how much longer he has to wait: a week, a month, the rest of his life? How much longer before his wife comes back to him? 

			But I am drifting, drifting. I am a girl again, nineteen, almost twenty. I am loved, wholly, with a passion that has flooded my bones and my blood and my brain. There is only this, this warmth, this light, this fierce, pin-bright happiness. And it is so good to be here, if I can just hold it, just freeze it right at this moment. 

			‘I won’t ever leave you,’ I say, and you pull me tighter into your arms and we fall asleep that way, wrapped up like a parcel, and I won’t wake all night. But then I do wake and, just like that, the axis spins and everything changes.

			

			The nurse is back. She has an accent, but I have yet to be able to concentrate long enough to work out where she’s from.

			‘Here they are, beauty. Here’s your family come to see you. She’s lost in her world of dreams today, aren’t you, my darling? Talk to her, won’t you, she hears it all.’

			Daisy is kneeling by my chair, her head in my lap. I feel Sam lift up my hands, first one, then the other, and place them on top of her tight dark curls. I feel Joe’s presence, standing as he always does just to the right of my chair. Joe doesn’t speak to me any more. 

			When he first came he would say, ‘Hello, Mum,’ the tersest of greetings, nothing more, and in those two, biting words all I could hear was my son’s quiet fury. I can’t help him, I can’t help anyone.

			Sam is standing by the window, a blur of dark clothes, his tall, thin body blocking out half the light, obscuring the view of my tree. I’d like him to move. Just a couple of feet would make all the difference. 

			‘Talk to us, Catherine. Please. Show us that you can.’

			I hear the desperation in Sam’s voice more than the actual words, and beneath it, several layers down, I can hear his frustration. He is the kindest man, Sam, he is here, after all, day after day, with no promise of my return, no date set for us to squeak our way across the hospital floors, out into the tarmac gloom of the car park and away from my lonely tree. But I also hear the words he will not say, the silent accusation of wilfulness, of selfishness. 

			‘So she could speak if she wanted to?’ he asks Greg, the psychiatrist, with his New Balance trainers and his side-parted hair.

			‘Not exactly,’ Greg tells him. ‘Physically, yes, she’s capable of it, but she has lost the power of speech. It’s not something that can be reversed at will. We have to look at all the reasons why she’s stopped speaking. Most likely it’s an unconscious avoidance strategy. It’s her way of refusing to absorb intolerable information. Catherine shut down because she couldn’t cope with what happened at Shute Park that day. She can’t process the trauma of it, so instead she represses the memory. Not talking is her defence.’

			Greg blinds Sam with some medical terminology, describing the dissociative disorder that is supposedly afflicting me; he even alludes to Freud.

			‘In the nineteenth century this kind of behaviour was much more common, especially in women. You might have heard of the hysterics?’ he says, upbeat and conversational, like he’s at a dinner party. I feel rather than see Sam’s resentment. ‘Often those afflicted might experience numbness or fits or amnesia. In Catherine’s case she is unable to speak; to her it’s literally as if her vocal cords have been frozen. We call it elective mutism.’

			Later on it’s Greg who squats down beside my chair, knees cracking, and gives me an idea, something to work with, something that will allow me to spend more time with you. 

			‘I think I know where you are in your head,’ he says, and I feel the insistence of his eyes even though I’m looking out at the garden, focused on my tree. ‘You’re stuck there, aren’t you? Right at the end. And I wonder if it might help to go back to the beginning, to put everything that happened in some kind of order. I know it’s hard, Catherine, but you do need to get it straight in your mind.’

			You could think of it as a story, he tells me in a soft, lulling voice, the kind I always used when the children had nightmares. Think of someone you can tell it to, he says, and this bit is easy. 

			It’s our story, yours and mine, and so, of course, I will tell it to you.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			2

			Fifteen years earlier

			Do we start with once upon a time; is that how we’ll do it, my love? Once there was a girl who knew nothing of love or lust or the peculiar sense of freedom you bestowed upon her. She had arrived at university with her brand new Samsonite suitcase and her matching Cath Kidston bedding, an only child, indulged, adored, who’d existed in a helium-pumped triumvirate for all of her eighteen years. She began to make friends, one of them her future husband, as the story goes. Everything came easily: a fellow English student who metamorphosed seamlessly into a best friend, a position on the student newspaper, a trio of A grades that exempted her from exams. Six weeks into her second year, just as the trees were beginning to show off with their golds and crimsons and banana yellows, a boy blew into her tutorial, unexpectedly, earth-shatteringly. The boy was you.

			There were five or six of us in the tutorial that day in a circle of shabby, mismatched armchairs, listening to Professor Hardman describe Milton’s portrayal of Satan as a military hero. He had a flat, soporific voice, this professor, and the blue-white skin of the exhumed, and he spoke with his eyes closed, one hand cradling his left breast as if he suspected an imminent heart attack.

			The door flew open and you came through it wearing yesterday’s crumpled clothes and with your hair standing on end, though nothing could hide your beauty. Every single student in the room knew your name.

			‘Ah, Mr Wilkes. Good of you to join us. Perhaps you’d like to sit next to Miss Elliot,’ the professor pointed to the empty chair next to me, ‘and then you can start reading for us.’

			Your voice was deep and beautiful and you read with the preternatural self-assurance that always seems to belong to your kind. Professor Hardman closed his eyes again as he listened to your unhalting description of Satan, and it was a full five minutes before he raised his hand and said, ‘Beautifully read, thank you. But what do these opening pages tell us about Satan?’

			I could feel the rest of the group collectively willing you to stutter or stumble or come out with the same kind of vague inanities that they would produce under pressure, but instead you said you found Milton’s portrayal of Satan as a hero unconvincing. You outlined his flawed descriptions of the devil in Book IV and V, which showed that, unlike the rest of us, you’d read the entire poem and made your own judgement on it. In the moment’s silence that followed, I knew that the whole room hated you, for your looks, your confidence, your rumoured wealth and now for this display of fierce, unfettered intelligence. But even then, right at the beginning, I felt the first tug of admiration.

			Afterwards we filed out of the tutorial, across the courtyard and onto the street to the satisfaction of seeing a traffic warden writing out a ticket for the pale blue Austin-Healey we all knew to be yours.

			‘Oh shit,’ you said, and then you grabbed hold of my arm. ‘Will you wait here for a second while I deal with this. Please? There’s something I wanted to ask you.’

			Your eyes, the first time I looked properly into them, were jade-coloured, pale and piercing at the same time.

			I couldn’t hear what you said, but I watched in amazement as the traffic warden listened to your defence, a slow smile spreading across her face. As you walked back towards me, she ripped the parking ticket in two.

			‘Next time I won’t be so kind,’ she called, and you waved your thanks, though your eyes never left my face.

			‘Do you always get your way?’ I said.

			‘I try to. Talking of which, I’m taking you for lunch. Right now. Mystery location, prepare to be amazed.’

			‘Sorry, I can’t.’

			I began to turn away, but you caught hold of my arm again.

			‘What’s wrong? Why are you being so …’ you struggled for the word, then found it, ‘stand-offish?’ You were so surprised, I couldn’t help smiling. I doubted girls turned down your invitations to lunch very often. 

			‘People to see, places to go, work to do. The usual.’

			‘Oh come on, you can spare an hour or two for lunch, surely?’

			‘The thing is, I’ve just started seeing someone.’

			I felt foolish saying it and my cheeks flamed. But you just laughed.

			‘Well I don’t know what you had in mind, but I was only thinking of lunch. Some seafood, maybe a glass of wine. Where’s the harm in that?’

			I stood there immobilised, wanting to go but knowing I shouldn’t. Thinking of Sam but wanting to be with you, the shape of my future if only I’d known it. 

			‘Not today,’ I said, as if I was refusing dusters from a door-to-door salesman. 

			You’d read my internal struggle, I saw that with your final smile before you walked back to the pale blue car.

			‘Let’s try again tomorrow then,’ you said.
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			Four months before: Catherine

			Our first summer in the country has been dry and hot, each morning the sky relentlessly blue, the earth so thirsty you can almost hear it panting. Sam tells me we chose the perfect time to escape, with the whole of the long summer holiday free to explore the hills and beaches and crackling, dried-up woods of our new habitat.

			‘We have each other and the kids and now we have this beautiful wreck of a house. What more could you want?’ he says whenever I worry about the sudden, dramatic slashing of our regular income. ‘My new job starts in September, and until then we’ve always got your money to fall back on.’

			My money, compensation for losing my mother to breast cancer fourteen years ago and my father to a new wife in New York. He’s living the dolce vita just like us, except his dream involves sushi and high art and a woman who wears matching silk underwear.

			We left London in a rush, six weeks from Sam handing his notice in at his reliable, well-paid prep school job to the removal vans rattling up in front of the ramshackle Hansel and Gretel cottage in Somerset. 

			‘It’s pretty, I’ll give you that,’ I said the first time I saw the place, with the wisteria curling decoratively around its rusty front gate and an explosion of roses, red, pink and white, across its front. 

			I thought it looked like a child’s drawing of a house with its mismatched roofs, one thatch, two tiled, all at different heights, its windows of varying sizes, peeling stable doors and thick, fur-like covering of ivy. We made an offer there and then, and when the surveyor’s report came back revealing wall-to-wall damp and poor insulation, we bought it anyway.

			‘We’re going off to Frome to buy paint,’ Sam says, kissing me and herding the children at the same time. ‘We’ll get a cake from that shop you like.’

			I know what he’s doing, of course. He’s giving me space, freedom to moon and mope and mourn the fact that we no longer live in London, my home town for thirty-four years, the place where my mother lived and died, that last point the most crucial in my mind. 

			The minute the door closes behind them, this is what I do. I go up to our bedroom, open the wardrobe door and from the very back, hidden behind a jungle of unworn boots, I retrieve a box full of letters, photographs and cuttings, my secret dossier on you. Today my hands close around a piece of lined A4, covered in your distinctive blue-biro scrawl. I know this letter so well that I could close my eyes and recite it to you right now. I know where there are commas and brackets and a missing full stop. I know where you double-cross your t’s and where you don’t; I could construct a perfect counterfeit if I wanted to. 

			

			You’re not coming back to me, are you? I used to tell myself that you would, but as the weeks pass, the time we were together begins to feel like a dream. Are you even real? I look for you in the streets, in every pub I go into, in the library, that funny little Portuguese café where we ate custard tarts and the old lady called you Audrey Hepburn (she was right, it’s your eyes). I can’t find you anywhere but somehow the sense of you never leaves me. The feel of your hair brushing across my face, the weight of your hand pressing into mine. I wake in the night and still hear your soft breathing next to me. You are gone and yet you’re always here.

			

			This first letter – there are five – is the one I like best. I can read it and imagine that we are still that girl and boy, sitting in an empty café in Bristol on a pale, quiet Tuesday, a bit like this one. There was no one else there apart from a woman who sat at the table right next to us, hunched over her cup of tea. You offered her one of our custard tarts.

			‘Will you have one of these?’ you said. ‘We bought too many.’

			It wasn’t true, we’d only bought two, but neither of us had touched them; we were too busy holding hands and smiling at each other. 

			‘You’re very kind,’ she said, and when she turned to face us we saw that she was very old, her flesh a concertina of a thousand lines.

			‘She’s Audrey Hepburn, isn’t she, your girl?’ she asked, and we laughed.

			You said, ‘Yes, she is,’ not knowing if she was confused or really meant it, this old, old woman. 

			I can read this first letter and I can be you and me again and I don’t have to explain. I don’t have to say sorry, sorry, sorry, that endless echo that reverberates through my dreams. Instead I sit here, your letter in my hands, and for a little while, I can pretend. You and me in the café or on the beach, our rose-coloured beginning, no thought of the end.

			The slammed front door signals the end of my world of dreams, the shoebox stashed hastily in the bottom of the wardrobe. I hear the rhythmic slapping of Daisy’s trainers running along the hallway, her yell from the bottom of the stairs: ‘Mum! We’re back!’ as if there could be any doubt. I meet them in the kitchen, newly painted by Sam and me, where the mid-afternoon sun bounces in sharp little daggers from the brand-new show-home whiteness – walls, ceiling, floor, fridge, cooker. Daisy unpacks a cake from a brown cardboard box and puts it on a large flowered plate that once belonged to my parents and Joe fetches mugs from the cupboard and Sam fills the kettle and catches my eye and says, ‘OK?’ and I nod because mostly I am. 

			‘Beach tomorrow,’ he says. ‘There’s a little wooden dinghy for sale at Lulworth Cove. I thought we’d go and see it.’

			While I pour tea into mugs and Sam slices the cake and slides a piece onto each plate, he talks about where we’ll be able to sail the boat if we buy it and what colour we might like to paint it. He’s an expert at reinvention, my husband. 

			When the phone rings and it’s Liv on the other end, Sam walks to the fridge and pours me a glass of white wine.

			‘Take it in the sitting room,’ he says, still hooked on the mission to appease. ‘We’re going down to the stream. Take your time.’

			He hopes that these impromptu phone/bar sessions will make up for the fact that I no longer live five minutes down the road from my closest friend, the girl I met on our first day of university and have spoken to pretty much every day since. Liv asks me what I’m doing, the same question, day after day, as if she expects by some miracle that our lives in the country will somehow have metamorphosed into something more interesting.

			‘We’ve just had tea and cake,’ I tell her. ‘And Sam’s taken the kids down to the stream.’

			‘Sounds like paradise,’ she says, but I catch the note of boredom in her voice and I imagine the afternoon taxis that rattle beneath her windows, the red buses slamming on brakes at the corner of her street to disgorge commuters and shoppers and tired, toddler-weary parents. I miss it, is what I think, as I listen for London to thrum down the telephone line. 

			‘Can I come and stay the weekend after next? I’ve just had an invitation to Lucian’s. You know that big summer party he always has?’

			At the mention of your name, everything slows, as it always does, the air cools and momentarily I lose all sense of speech, words, meaning. And perhaps this is where it starts again, our story, after a fifteen-year interlude, with your name, startling, unexpected, surfing the distance between us.

			‘Catherine?’

			‘Yes, great, you can always stay, you know that.’

			‘Are you OK with it? Me seeing him?’

			Whenever Liv sees you she always asks me if I mind, waiting, I think, for me to tell her what she already knows. Yes, I mind, Liv. I mind with every particle of air that’s left in my lungs. I mind that you see him and I don’t. I mind that you’ve continued your friendship with him through all these years even though you suspect it crushes me. When I say nothing, she feeds me bits and pieces of information: ‘He’s having an exhibition in Bruton,’ she’ll say, or ‘He’s just bought a flat in Oxford Gardens.’ The rest I glean from the papers, which still love to write about you and your tight, impenetrable little circle of friends. There’s often something in the diary pages of the Daily Telegraph or the Evening Standard, a picture of you smoking outside a club or grasping a glass of champagne and the waist of a well-groomed blonde, eyeballing the camera with that mixture of defiance and disdain that hasn’t faded over the years. You never smile, and nor do the blondes. 

			I could tell Liv about my afternoon spent upstairs with your letters, dwelling as always on our ending, wishing I could twist it or colour it or rewind or fast-forward, wishing that I had Sam’s skill for reinvention, wishing, always wishing that I could have changed the outcome. 

			I know that I will spend the night of your party with a head full of poison, drugging myself to sleep probably and then waiting until morning for the carefully sanitised snippets Liv chooses to reveal. 

			‘He was lovely,’ she’ll say. ‘He asked after you,’ and my heartbeat will slow right down.

			I won’t ask her what she said for I already know the answer. She’ll tell you I’m fine, that my kids are getting so big now, perhaps that I’ve moved to the West Country, to a village just twenty miles or so from yours. We share a county if nothing else.

			She will be careful not to talk to me about Jack, whom I dread, or Rachel, who triggers the kind of bone-freezing jealousy I despise in other people. I wish everyone else would be as cautious and sensitive as Liv, but they’re not. They firebomb Jack’s name into the conversation – the starkness of blood scattered into snow – oblivious to the meltdown that takes place inside me. Even Sam does it sometimes. 

			‘Look, there’s that twat from university,’ he’ll say, holding up his newspaper and flashing your handsome, white-toothed friend at me.

			‘Catherine?’ 

			From the shifting, quieter cadence of her voice, I know what she’s going to say.

			‘You know you can talk to me, don’t you?’

			Liv has never let go of the idea that you and I should have stayed together, probably because I could never bring myself to tell her the reasons why we fell apart. Even on the morning of my wedding she tried to make me change my mind.

			‘It’s far too late for that,’ I told her and I asked for a few moments alone. 

			I tried and tried to summon an image of Sam freshly shaved and handsome in a morning suit. But all I could see was you. Where were you? I wondered. You’d inherited Shute Park, your great big house, by then and I pictured you sitting by the lake, clutching a bottle of whisky, thinking about our beginning, remembering that lunch, that cold winter’s day on the beach. Self-indulgent? I’d say so. You were probably still asleep, wrapped around one of the picture-book blondes. But at least I had my dreams.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			4

			Four months before: Lucian

			I find out my mother has died while another excessive Friday rages all around me. No easy time to receive news of this kind, but one in the morning, off your face on tequila, is an especially awkward fit. I am numb from champagne, vodka and tonic and latterly three hefty shots of tequila, and perhaps this is why I cannot react to the news my sister gives me. 

			‘Lucian?’

			‘Yes?’

			‘It’s Emma.’

			Emma. Just hearing her name feels like a raincloud dispelling its contents from a great height. 

			‘Mummy died this afternoon. An unexpected heart attack; it was instant.’

			The infantile use of ‘Mummy’ from a woman of forty. This and other inappropriate thoughts punch at my brain and rob me of my power of speech until the pause on the other end of the line becomes impossible to ignore. 

			‘God,’ is all I come up with.

			‘The funeral will be in London. Will you come?’

			Through the tequila fug I register that no is not an option.

			‘Yes, of course I’ll come.’

			‘Lucian?’

			‘Yes?’

			‘I know we haven’t been in touch these past few years but I wanted to say …’

			A silence that deepens. I realise my sister is crying.

			‘You’ll always be family.’

			Emma hangs up and I stand immobilised, phone pressed to my ear, listening to the dial tone. My mother’s death, my sister’s conciliation, it is almost too much to take in.

			I threw tonight’s gathering to welcome Harry’s new wife into the fold. Or at least that was the intention. Truth is, few have ever managed to penetrate the closed circle of friends I tend to think of as family. (With family like mine, you’re going to look for alternatives.) There’s Jack, whom I’ve known for most of my life, since boarding school at eight, through public school, university and the turbulent love-and-drugs fest that we called our twenties. We met Harry at thirteen and eventually carted him off to Bristol University with us where we were joined by Rachel and Alexa.

			By the time I return to the library, my friends are sitting completely upright on the ancient Chesterfields. I feel the heat of their eyes as I announce my news through compressed, wooden lips.

			‘My mother died this afternoon. A heart attack apparently.’

			Jack and Rachel hurtle towards me and I find myself being squeezed from both sides, Rachel’s thick, blonde, tangerine-scented hair swiping across my face like a horse’s tail. This is too much. I take a step backwards.

			‘Guys, please. You know we didn’t get on. I’m just a bit fazed, that’s all.’

			We sit back down on the Chesterfields and everyone starts behaving like a caricature of themselves. Rachel picks up the half-full tequila bottle, waves it at me and starts refilling the empty shot glasses. Alexa walks over to the sound system and moments later the sweeping, funereal strains of Sigur Rós filter across the room. She has a sixth sense for always picking the right tune; I often think she missed her vocation. She’s a writer, a relatively successful one, but we should probably have pimped her out in Ibiza. Harry knocks back his tequila shot caveman-style, no salt, no lemon, and his little wife Ling, whom none of us knows, sits right on the edge of the sofa looking like a bombed-out shell, which is pretty much how she’s looked all evening, dead mother or not. 

			‘Ding-dong, the witch is dead,’ says Jack, raising his shot glass to mine and squinting at me with fierce blue eyes. 

			My mother the witch. Beautiful, frozen-hearted tormentor of men, literally unto death in the case of my father. She was nice enough in my early years, but it was all about my father for me back then, trailing around the farm after him, mending fences, chopping down trees, learning to shoot rabbits with his shotgun. That gun, a slam-dunk to the heart. 

			‘So. Are we going to the funeral?’

			‘I guess so. But it’s not going to be pretty. The last time I saw my mother and sisters was at my uncle’s funeral thirteen years ago.’

			‘Which was anything but pretty.’

			The one and only time I have seen Jack shocked was when my mother spat her venom amidst a room of half-drunk mourners because my uncle made me his sole heir. I think the word ‘cunt’ may have been used, and more than once. They are nothing like you’d expect, my family. 

			I look across the room at Ling, tiny and childlike in her colourful clothes, and realise we have forgotten the real purpose of the evening. I find myself watching her now and I see how often she glances at Harry, for reassurance or from incredulity, who knows? I imagine her pinching herself when she’s alone, this former bar girl from Thailand now married to one of the richest men in England. 

			It’s past four when the party finally wraps up, Harry drunk-driving his new bride back to his austere grey house, Alexa disappearing off upstairs to sleep in her favourite bedroom, Jack on his new fold-up bicycle, a tactical move on Celia’s part when her husband had stayed over one night too often. 

			That just leaves me and Rachel by the dying embers of the fire. The fireplace is so big you can sit inside it, and that’s what we do right now. Above the hearth there’s a huge great beam that came from an old merchant ship; it’s got the rusting hooks and nails to prove it. There’s one nail that protrudes so far from the beam we call it the devil’s finger, and Alexa has wound purple fairy lights around it. They flash on and off, on and off, annoying at first but I’m used to them now. The library would look wrong without them.

			‘One for the road?’ Rachel says, with us this is often a euphemism for something else.

			She looks beautiful in her emerald-green dress, with her bright hair and her carefully made-up face, and it wouldn’t be the first time we’ve ended up together, far from it. But tonight my heart is bleak. 

			‘Rach,’ I say, shaking my head, ‘I kind of need to be on my own tonight. The Blue Room is made up for you, as always.’

			‘I understand,’ she says with a sad little smile that almost makes me change my mind. We have our own set of rules, my friends and I, nothing textbook, but we do like to look after each other.

			I take a full tumbler of brandy to bed, knowing I won’t sleep yet. It is almost five now and the morning’s half-light is peering around the thick velvet curtains. My bed has been turned down by Mary, my housekeeper, a fresh decanter of water and a clean glass laid out on the table, and the sight of it comforts me, these small, sweet, maternal gestures of concern. If I’d had a mother who was more like Mary and less like my own, well, who knows how things might have turned out? 

			I sit on the end of the bed looking around the room that was once my uncle’s and has changed very little since those days. The furniture in here is heavy and old and unapologetically masculine, though my uncle, it must be said, veered more towards the effeminate. My father’s elder brother, he was overtly gay from the age of eighteen, out and proud, which was unusual enough in the seventies. There was talk of disinheriting him, I believe, but it didn’t happen and the house under his ownership became a byword for debauchery, the hub for parties that might last a week. It’s certainly made my life easier with the locals: you mention the goings-on at Shute Park and no one bats an eyelid. 

			I use the vast, and vastly old-fashioned, mahogany wardrobe – I think the correct term is armoire – that once belonged to my uncle, now filled with a colour-coded array of my shirts, white and black at the front, blues, greens, pinks and yellows behind them. I have lined his bookshelves with my books and two of my paintings hang on the walls. There is one of the view from the hill that sits at the edge of my land; I’ve painted it hundreds of times but this version, a monochrome in varying shades of blue (I was trying, and mostly failing, to emulate Picasso), is still the one I like best. The other is a portrait of my father, copied from a photograph when I was nineteen. He’d been dead almost ten years by then but I still missed him, I still tried to reinvent the landscape of my dreams so that he was there in his holey cashmere jumper and his blue silk spotted scarf, chucking a box of freshly laid eggs onto the table and saying, ‘Let’s make omelettes, kiddo.’

			Two parents, two singular emotions, love and hate; my upbringing was staunchly black and white.

			It is properly morning now and sleep is nowhere close. I could get into bed and read the volume of Raymond Carver stories Alexa gave me for my birthday; I could pick up my sketchpad and draw something, anything, to keep myself from thinking about my mother. The thought that looms is the impossibility of forgiveness, that neither of us will ever be able to say sorry. We fell out spectacularly when I was sixteen and spoke infrequently ever afterwards. The final nail was my uncle disinheriting my mother and sisters – not just the big house, which she’d lusted after from the first day of her marriage, but every last coin to go with it. I’d have been more generous if I hadn’t hated her so, if I hadn’t blamed her exclusively for my father’s death, a childlike response I clung onto for reasons I am only now beginning to understand. To think on all this is to concede the weight of regret, the great grey cloud that has been hovering mere inches away since my sister’s late-night phone call.

			In the end, I do the only thing guaranteed to quell the demons and flip me back into the light: I walk over to the armoire, open the top drawer and take out an old pencil drawing of the girl I once loved. It was a long time before I could look at this portrait, hastily drawn yet somehow perfectly capturing the blend of innocence and eroticism that marked our all-too-brief months together. The relationship finished in tatters, a cold and heartless ending that tore my heart in two and was worse than anything I’d ever suffered at the hands of my mother. I never understood how someone as sweet and lovely and guileless as her – and I know to this day I was right about that – could have abandoned me so carelessly. I spent months examining all the things I might possibly have done wrong – was I too rich, too arrogant, just too goddamn obtuse? But none of this made sense, not after the way we’d got beneath each other’s skin and heart and soul. So I settled for the only explanation that there was: she loved the other guy more. 

			Nowadays I can look at her picture almost objectively. I managed to get her eyes right. I think that’s why I like it so much. Those incredible dark screen-siren eyes, a classical other-worldly beauty, the kind that makes you stop and stare. I wonder where she is now, if she’s sleeping curled up against her husband, her feet pressing against his, her breathing soft and shallow. Has she cut her hair, does she look older, are there wrinkles on that beautiful face? I’ve looked for her online from time to time, but there’s never anything there, no Facebook or Instagram accounts, no presence at post-university parties. I still see her friend Liv and I know that she understands my yearning for knowledge of Catherine. Readily she passes on information, usually about her children, a girl and a boy. She never mentions the husband, the man she left me for, though his name, unspoken, hovers between us. 

			I retreat into my bed, propping up the sketch against Raymond Carver, held in Catherine’s solemn gaze until at last my eyelids begin to close.
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			Fifteen years earlier

			You began leaving notes in the library cubicle where I worked. I’d go off to look for a book and when I came back I’d find a folded piece of paper on my desk, emblazoned with your spiky blue scrawl. Lunch? 

			I wondered how you had found out exactly where I was, my preferred spot in the library, away from the second-floor socialites and the back-and-forth traffic by the loos. I wondered if you were hidden in another cubicle close by, watching me open your note with your arms folded and that downturned smile. How was I meant to find you even if I was considering having lunch with you – which, I told myself, I absolutely wasn’t. There was Sam to consider, after all, and I knew your kind, the decadent, excessive crowd you ran with; I knew to steer clear. But still each new note made my heart beat a little faster. Is today the day? read one. Do you like oysters? asked another. 

			Without acknowledging it to myself, I was spending a little longer getting dressed these days, casting aside one jumper in favour of another, bothering with make-up, intensive brushing of hair. 

			The next Milton tutorial came and went, but the chair next to mine remained empty; the hour, the Professor’s weak voice, the decoding of Book IV, were interminable. I was desolate walking back to the library, desolate. Get a grip, I told myself, you have a boyfriend. Well, almost, an almost boyfriend. Sam and I had been taking our time, friends first but always with that suggestion of something more, smiles meant only for me, his dark-eyed gaze watching me when he thought I wasn’t looking. Finally at the beginning of our second year a moonlit walk around the harbour, where we’d tentatively held hands, and then, a few nights ago, our first kiss. He was all I thought of during my first year at university, this tall, football-mad, star-gazing scientist, until you crashed into my medieval English tutorial and tipped my world on its head. 

			There was an edge of magic in the way the next note materialised, while I was working, studying my Milton text, head bent over my books. I must have been concentrating hard for I saw and heard nothing; gradually I became aware of another foreign piece of paper in the corner of my desk. This one was different. I opened it up to find a pencil drawing so detailed and atmospheric I gasped in the formal hush of the library. A restaurant, one with walls made of wood like a ski chalet and tables covered with gingham cloths. Jam jars of flowers so accurately drawn I knew they were gerberas, I could picture the intensity of their petals, cerise or tangerine orange, I thought. One of the tables had a bottle of wine and two glasses filled almost to the rim, and beside it you had written, Ours? And just that simple pronoun filled me with an illicit blood rush. At the bottom of the drawing, an instruction: I’ll be outside the library at one o’clock. Your blue script was familiar to me now; I recognised the loops at the top and bottom of your l’s, the curlicue y, the aesthetic, I understood, of an artist’s handwriting. This drawing of yours had given me an unexpected insight; it had propelled me forwards into a place of less resistance. 

			There was an oversized white clock on the wall and I glanced up at it. Ten to one. The world tilted with possibility as I watched the minute hand click through its passage of time, looking down at the intricate sketch – posters on the walls I saw now, miniature forks with all four prongs in place – and back up again at the countdown to my future.

			At exactly one o’clock, I picked up my books and left my desk.
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			Now

			Sam and Greg are talking about me again, standing here, right in front of my chair, as if both of them have begun to believe that those who do not speak also cannot hear. 

			‘We can pinpoint the exact moment of dissociation,’ Greg says. ‘The question is, how much does she remember about what happened?’

			Sam says, ‘You honestly think she doesn’t know?’

			I don’t like the way his voice sounds; these words of his slither around the base of my stomach, they stick like an airlock in my throat. 

			‘Until she speaks to us or finds some other way to communicate, it’s impossible for us to be sure of what she does and doesn’t remember. This is all conjecture at the moment, but in cases such as these – and they are rare – the patient often wipes out the exact moment of trauma because they are unable to process it.’

			‘It’s been almost three months, Greg.’

			Sam’s voice is earnest, angsty, I can hear his frustration with the doctor. Why can’t you sort it out? That’s what he’s thinking. Why don’t you know exactly what’s wrong with her? Why can’t you fix it?

			‘You’ve made your diagnosis, you’ve told us she has dissociative disorder. Why aren’t we seeing any improvement? Why doesn’t she want to get better? It’s as if she doesn’t care.’

			‘Have you heard of la belle indifference? Freud again, he coined the term. He used it to describe people who apparently didn’t seem to care about their symptoms. But really this indifference is just another tool to avoid an unbearable feeling or memory. Catherine’s shutdown, if you like, is simply her means of forgetting what happened at Shute Park. And making sure it stays forgotten.’

			‘So what now, Greg? What now?’

			Sam’s voice is calm but his quiet anger is spray-painted on my brain.

			‘Is she going to get better? Are you going to cure her?’

			‘I know it’s frustrating, but right now we just don’t know what the outcome will be. The most important thing is that you don’t give up hope, Sam. And you have to give her more time. That’s the only thing you can do.’

			After Greg leaves, I hear Sam sitting down in the chair next to mine and I know without looking that he is crying. He doesn’t bother to talk to me at first, none of his usual stream-of-consciousness chat, relentless and forced, an enormous effort for a man who was famed for his brevity. I almost forget that he’s there, it’s such a long time before he starts speaking again. 

			When I tune back in, I understand that he’s talking about a day at the beach last summer. Lulworth Cove, he says. The one with the cliff, the one with the famous door. Durdle Door. Jurassic arch. Geological wonder. There’s something in his voice as he says this and it takes me a while to work out what it is. Do I remember what happened that day, he’s asking, the last time we went there? He doesn’t mean the obligatory climb to get the best view of that ancient rocky door hooping up from the water, a Caribbean turquoise when viewed from the top. He doesn’t mean the little wooden dinghy we ended up buying, a small, shabby boat that captured all our hearts. He wants to know if I remember what came afterwards, and I do. The day when everything changed, the precise moment, as it turned out, when I was able to start working my way back to you. 
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			Four months before: Catherine

			Lulworth Cove, a day of endings and beginnings, though I don’t know that yet as we arrive at the famous shell-shaped beach, with its clear, brochure-blue water arcing into shore. Sam strides ahead, picking his way over buckets and pale English limbs, loaded up with backpack, hamper, rug and towels. We trail behind him, Joe with his earbuds in, not yet thirteen but already in every way a teenager; Daisy carrying books and buckets and the grubby, bobbly Eeyore that at nine she is really too old for. The minute we’re settled on a rug, on the furthest, loneliest corner of the beach, the kids race at full pelt into the water, diving beneath its surface and sending white jets of spray up into the air.

			‘Go on,’ I say to Sam, who is sitting anxiously beside me, watching me rub suncream into my face, ‘go and swim.’

			He hates sunbathing, sitting still a slow torture to him. What he likes is to swim out as far as he can, pushing himself harder and harder with his laboured crawl until he feels the blood pumping in his lungs. He likes to swim to the diving platform with Joe and dive over and over again into the cold, murky depths of the Channel. Or climb over the rocks until he finds the perfect rock pool with Daisy, where they will lie on their stomachs waiting for crabs. 

			My eyes are shut, and I am drifting in and out of memories, good ones, perfect ones, when an ice-cold hand lands without warning on my stomach. I let out a tortured, horror-movie scream. It’s Sam, laughing as he squats down next to me and shakes drops of seawater from his thick black hair. Sometimes I think we’re more like siblings than anything else, just an older extension of Joe and Daisy. We are and we aren’t, I decide, as Sam slides briefly on top of me, trapping me beneath his cold, hard body, slipping one hand dangerously between my thighs.

			‘Family beach,’ I say, pushing him off. ‘Daisy heading our way.’

			We lunch in the sun on cheese rolls and crisps and little bottles of Orangina, and afterwards Sam forces us on a walk, right to the top of the cliff, where we’ll have a perfect view of Durdle Door. It’s an easy climb, ledges worn into a staircase over the years, and at the top a covering of grass that has been scorched of its greenness by our long summer of sun. We sit by a cluster of stones looking out at the sea and Sam takes two beer bottles from his pockets, a surprise, chipping off their tops cowboy-style against the rocks.

			The beer is cold and I’m about to take a sip when he says, ‘Wait. A toast first. To your mum.’ He raises his bottle skywards, waiting for me to do the same.

			‘To Mum,’ I say, checking myself for the ache that is always there. 

			It is fourteen years since she died, or fourteen years since she lived, whichever way you look at it a great big gap of missing and mourning, an absence, a silence that is louder in my head than anything else. I worry that my children are growing up without knowing anything about the grandmother they never met. They do not know, because I cannot bring myself to tell them, that her favourite flowers were peonies and when they were in season she gifted them to herself every week. Peonies and Rodin and Eau de Rochas perfume. Mozart and spaghetti vongole and tailored white shirts from Paul Smith (we found fourteen almost identical ones in her wardrobe after she died). Easy to list her loves, impossible to recount the loss, the moments I had with her, thousands and thousands of them stacked up and compressed into a flat little pillow of sadness.

			My children, used to this sort of thing, to their father’s impromptu parental toasts, say nothing; they just stare out at the whirls of bright foam breaking at the shoreline. 

			Afterwards we go to look at the boat, an old-fashioned beauty painted white on the outside and sky blue within. She’s called Pandora, which wins Daisy’s heart immediately.

			‘Best thing is to find a mooring at a lake near you,’ says the old boy who is selling her. ‘That way you’ll use her all the time.’

			Pandora is more than we can afford, but Sam barters good-naturedly and the old man knocks off fifty pounds, and on the journey home, just over an hour in summer-holiday traffic, we talk of nothing else. Eventually Daisy falls asleep and Joe sticks his headphones on and Sam flicks through the radio channels, stopping when he finds a programme about beekeeping. He cocks his head to one side, the way he does when he’s concentrating, and when I start to speak, he shushes me.

			‘My God, you’re actually enjoying this, aren’t you?’ I say, and he laughs and grabs my hand and doesn’t let go for the rest of the journey; even when he changes gear he takes me with him, up, across and down. So I stare out of the window at the colours and curves of the Dorset landscape, still new enough to hold my interest, shrugging myself into our regular country life, and I think that it’s really not so bad after all.

			By the time we get home it’s almost seven and the kids are tired and cross when I make them go upstairs to shower before supper.

			‘I’ll put some pasta on,’ Sam says, disappearing into the kitchen, and when the doorbell rings I go to answer it with no thought or preconception in my head at all. 

			I find Julia Wright, a teacher friend of Sam’s, in the porch of our funny tumbledown cottage, and for a moment I’m so surprised that I don’t think to ask her in. She came to our house in London once; she brought Smarties for the kids.

			‘Smarties,’ Joe said in disgust at the time, ‘like we’re babies.’

			‘Julia,’ I say, ‘what a nice surprise,’ though my heart sinks as she follows me through the hallway, walls lined with our smug happy-days gallery of family photographs: Sam, tall and heart-stoppingly young in a morning suit, laughing down at his bride; Joe and Daisy in their matching car seats, marooned in the middle of a festival; then at school in cobalt-blue sweatshirts, Joe with a forced, serial-killer grin, Daisy with her hair scraped tight into unfamiliar bunches. How depressing, our mellow Wednesday evening will be ruined by interaction with a stranger. I picture the bottles of wine we’ll have to drink, the adult supper we’ll have to cook, the absence of television and papers and an early night.

			‘We were just cooking pasta for the kids,’ I say, leading her into the bright white kitchen, and then I see Sam’s face as he turns around from the hob and catches sight of Julia, and my heart catapults and crash-lands on the floor. What can I tell you about those first scorching moments while he semaphores his shame, while our world begins its slow and agonising landslide?

			‘Sam?’ I say, uncertain for a second or two, but that is all. I can read the horror in the blackness of his eyes and the miserable slope of his mouth. No words are needed; his guilt is rushing from every pore. In a heartbeat I’ve understood it all.

			Julia says, ‘Hi, Sam,’ but neither of us reacts. 

			Sam is staring at me with his dark eyes, the children’s eyes, and he looks so, so sad and I find that I am shaking uncontrollably. This is it, the end or the beginning, I’m not sure which, but I’d do anything to turn back the clock and freeze it on five minutes ago.

			I whisper, ‘How could you?’ and Sam sort of howls, ‘I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,’ and Julia, who by now is beginning to understand the dark exchange of information that has taken place between husband and wife takes a step closer to Sam and, in a tone of familiarity that makes me want to roar like a caged wild animal, says, ‘I’ve tried calling you so many times but you never call back. How could you treat me like that?’

			‘What do you want?’ I scream it, oblivious to the children upstairs, who can probably hear me through the thin cottage floorboards. I am the wild animal now.

			But Julia ignores me and speaks to Sam instead.

			‘Can’t you understand why I’m here, Sam?’ Her voice is unbearable, soft, knowing. ‘Can’t you understand why I couldn’t leave it, why I couldn’t stand it to be over?’

			But Sam is still watching me, a look of utmost sadness printed on his face, printed on my soul, the final moments of our before as the dial flips to after. 
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			Four months before: Lucian 

			Rachel is in the kitchen eating kedgeree and staring at her phone. 

			‘Morning, darling. Well, technically it’s the afternoon. I just got a text from Max. He wants to meet up! I’m so happy.’

			Ah yes. Max. The kid. We co-parented for a few years, my friends and I, albeit in our rather haphazard, unconventional way, then Rachel lost custody when he was seven. It broke her, of course, though she never admits it, but I see the tiny etchings of regret around her eyes and I worry that one day they will remould her face into a full-blown mask of despair. She left her husband, Hugo, hedge-funder party boy turned teetotal marathon runner, when the baby was just two. Drugs drew them together and blew them apart a few years later. Hugo is a reborn puritanical: kale smoothies, hot yoga, the whole thing; Rachel a shoo-in for rehab. I paid for her to go once, three thousand notes just for her to walk through the door, not that the money matters. She discharged herself three days later, turning up at Soho House where it was someone or other’s birthday, responding to our shocked expressions with typical flamboyance: ‘My name is Rachel and I’m not a drug addict.’ 

			I look at her now. ‘Rach, I knew he’d come round in the end,’ I say.

			I put my arm around her and she leans her head on my shoulder and this is how Alexa finds us when she wanders into the kitchen with wild-woman hair and big panda rings under her eyes.

			‘What’s going on? Why the love fest?’

			‘Max texted me this morning. He wants to meet.’

			‘Amazing! Of course he wants to see you. You’re his mother.’

			She slides onto the bar stool next to Rachel, kisses her cheek and begins heaping a plate with kedgeree.

			The phone rings.

			‘Bound to be Jack,’ says Alexa with the undercut of hopefulness that is always there. She and Jack were a couple right the way through university, unless you count the blood-bitter spats, his incessant flirting, her reckless revenge, the splits and reunions, which became almost pedestrian to those of us who lived through them. Three years ago, on a break from Alexa, Jack met Celia and a line was drawn under the history of histrionics. I do wonder, though; I see the way Alexa looks at Jack sometimes and I fear that she still loves him. 

			But it’s not Jack on the phone, it’s Harry inviting us over for Bloody Marys.

			‘Thought they might be in order,’ he said. ‘Filip is making a batch up right now.’

			Filip is Harry’s Polish butler, who looks after the estate with his wife and their two grown-up sons. His Bloody Marys are immense.

			Harry hesitates, a weighted silence while he chooses his words.

			‘Are you OK?’

			Harry knows, better than anyone, my capacity for falling apart. We are bound together in our two decades of friendship by the lows as much as the highs, and in my case, a spectacularly bad one.

			‘Fine,’ I say automatically, though I wonder as I put down the phone if this is the case. My mother has died, almost a quarter century after my father, making me officially the thing I have felt all along – an orphan. Somehow fine doesn’t quite cover it.

			Eastcott Grange, Harry’s house, is just five miles down the road from my own. It’s a great grey pile of a house, an early Victorian manor rebuilt after a fire destroyed the original and handed down through the generations gift-wrapped in tweed. It is a total misfit in Somerset, cider-soaked land of druids, apples and cheese, with rolling green hills and houses the colour of clotted cream. I sometimes think that the grim-faced austerity of Harry’s home, prison chic at best, is partly to blame for his incompetence with women. Repression, architectural and otherwise, were his touchstones growing up. 

			Filip opens the door and across the hall – marble floors, Romanesque statues, the whole ostentatious shebang – comes the sound of Harry playing the grand piano. I love it when he plays; upbeat ragtime is his speciality and it never fails to fill me with unexpected optimism. The sound of the piano, the reassuring presence of my friends – in these moments, I feel a sort of contentment.

			We find Harry and Ling in the drawing room, sharing the piano stool. She is laughing up at him as he knocks out ‘Pinetop’s Boogie Woogie’, a nod to his classical upbringing, though with a fag hanging from his mouth, eyes squinting to avoid the smoke and the lock of hair that falls into his face, there’s little left of the boy I once knew.

			‘Don’t stop, don’t stop!’ cries Alexa and I know that she is feeling the same as me, a kind of thrill at catching Harry and his new wife engaged in a moment of behind-doors joy. There is something about Harry, the definitive big-hearted, broad-shouldered friend, that has always made me crave his happiness above my own. 

			‘Drinks,’ he says, getting up from the piano and walking over to the cabinet where two jugs of reddish-brown liquid stand ready.

			He passes around tall glasses of Bloody Mary and hands a Coke to Ling. Today she’s dressed in orange jeans and a bright green T-shirt, and standing next to Alexa, who is a good six inches taller, dressed in the tiniest of shorts, with her hair in a wild topknot and the slashes of last night’s mascara beneath her eyes, the contrast seems more marked than ever. Even so, I notice the quiet confidence with which she greets us, quick hugs rather than kisses. ‘It’s good to see you again,’ she says in her formal English.

			I find I’m watching Ling as we take our drinks over to the sofas. I see how she sits next to Harry with her bare feet tucked up beneath his thighs. I’m watching as he clasps one of her tiny feet for a second – nails painted shocking pink – and I catch the half-laugh that passes between them.

			‘Any news on the funeral?’ asks Harry. ‘Or is it too soon?’

			‘Actually it’s all sorted.
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