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Less understanding

In order to arrive at what you do not know

You must go by a way which is the way of ignorance

- TS Eliot, East Coker






Part 1 History

1971

‘Don’t worry, Patrissia, everything will be fine.” Instinctively,
Claudia touched the tiny cross hanging from the gold threads at her
neck.

‘Pappa will find out. He always does.”

‘Who'll tell him? They’ll just think I’'m smoking with my friends.’
Patrissia grinned and clapped her hands. “‘Who is it? Giulio?’
‘T'm not going to tell you. It’s safer that way.’

‘Oh, tell me, Claudial I can keep a secret.’

‘Better not, little sister. Don’t scowl like that—look, tell you what,
I'll get Mamma to take us to tea at the art gallery again. We can have
cakes on the terrace. Deal?’

‘Promise?’

‘I promise.” Claudia examined herself in the ornate mirror. ‘How
do I'look?’

‘Not too bad.” Patrissia sniffed. ‘Are you wearing Mamma’s scent?
She’ll kill youl!”

‘I couldn’t resist. Now, you remember what to say?’

‘We had a fight and you went for a walk. You didn’t say where.’

Claudia nodded. Yes. Don’t let them bully you, Patrissia. Stick to
our story and never give in, never confess, whatever they threaten,
whatever they say. Then they can’t be sure, and we’ll be OK. Only
stupid people confess. We’re too smart for that, aren’t we?’

The younger girl smiled artfully. “They’ll never catch us out, will
they, Claudia? We’re smarter than Mamma and Guido and his
horrid men, and anyway, we’re pretty so they’ll believe us.’

Her sister hadn’t been listening, too busy making final touches to
her hair. She took a deep breath and turned, checking the time.

‘I suppose I'd better go. Show me your drawing.’




Obediently, the younger girl held out her pad. ‘It’s not finished.’

Claudia took it and stood, her head to one side, her eyes following
the curves and smudges. ‘It’s beautiful. You’re so clever, cara mia.
One day you’ll be a famous artist.” She flashed her teeth in a brilliant
smile. ‘Come, give me a hug.’

Patrissia laid her head on her sistet’s shoulder. In the mirror, she
could see Claudia’s profile and herself, staring. Behind them was
Claudia’s room with its big bed and pretty, delicate curtains, and
through the bay window, the huge blue sky.

‘We'll always be together, won’t wer’
‘Of course we will. I'll never leave you.”

‘Good.’

*

Claudia checked the time on the big clock above the bar, and
decided to have one last Campari. She nodded to the barman.

Rich bitch, he thought to himself as he brought the drink, but what
a beauty! Somebody’s going to have a wild time tonight.

Outside, the square was filling up with tourists, but the little bar
hidden in this far corner was still quiet, just the usual few Americans
looking lost and grim despite the warm and easy atmosphere; and
the girl, so obviously waiting.

Claudia stared pensively into the red depths of the glass as she
lifted it to her lips and threw back the last dregs. Ob God, forgive me
for what I am about to do, she whispered, not expecting forgiveness.
I can give him comfort, she thought, he is tortured. She smiled to
herself.

*

Ignatius, glorying in the airy space of the large hotel room—such a
contrast to his tiny visitor’s cell on the other side of the city—lay
spreadeagled on the cool floor, gazing distractedly at the ceiling.

In spite of the uncomfortable heat he was feeling well, in fact very
well, for the first time in his three months here. It was a rare feeling,



and to be savoured. He almost smiled at the hoots and buzzing of
the cars and scooters passing by in the noisy street below.

Ignatius didn’t enjoy the heat, it made him lightheaded and
confused. His cell, cool if aitless, was his saviour in this hot and
smelly city. God knows how people survived here, where it was in
the high twenties at midnight. Only in the shaded, colonnaded
cloisters and walkways of the monastery could he think clearly.

But it had become cooler, and he was overdue for a shower.
Grunting, he peeled off his sodden T-shirt, and untied his cheap
trainers. Golden blue light momentarily filled the room as the sun
appeared and as soon disappeared over the apartments opposite,
and he rose and moved out onto the cracked tiles of the narrow
balcony.

Having not seen the sun for a week while lying on sweaty sheets in
his dark cell, he missed the idea of it, but not its hot and bleary
actuality. At least he was free from the miserable cold of the
Mission. He stood for many minutes in the thankfully cooler dusk,
longing for a cigarette.

*

Claudia left the bar and warily click-clacked across the uneven
slabs of the square.

Yes, he was English and difficult—but he was so pale, so
handsome! She burned for a real adventure.

Her heart beat a little faster as, anonymous in her large black
sunglasses and chic grey dress, she turned the corner and crossed
the busy street to the next square. Somewhere else heads would
have turned as she passed, but here in the Celestial City she was a
beautiful woman among many beautiful women, nothing special,
and attracting no more than habitual smiles and glances. Everyone
smiled here, everyone except the Americans, lost souls intent on
staying lost.

Pausing briefly, she sat at one of the tiny café tables crowded
round a large fountain, lighting a cigarette and staring in her turn at
the drifting swirls of tourists eager to pay heavily for the dirty tables
and poor quality wine.



Idiots! she thought, The city is disgusting in the summer! Why are
they here instead of at some beautiful white beach? What's so special
about this place? 1t’s just another square with crumbling buildings and
pickpockets.

Finishing her cigarette, she uncrossed her legs and rose, taking no
notice as two men detached themselves from an exhausted-looking
group sitting on the fountain wall.

A private lesson, ob yes, she whispered to herself as she passed
from the busy square into one of the tiny alleyways with which it
was spidered. A sin here or there, what did it matter? She would be
forgiven, eventually, and in a month he would be gone and so
would she, to the university, to Sapienza. A month, time enough for
anything, for everything.

Her father would kick up a fuss if he found out, of course, and he
would stop her allowance for a while, but there was little chance of
discovery. The room was booked in a false name, and even
Grazzini, one of her father’s connections in the Polizia, would be
hard-pressed to link Mr and Mrs Joseph Green with her. She had
paid for the room in cash too, just to be sure. No, she was safe as
houses.

*

Ignatius emerged from the shower in the hotel’s apology for a bath
towel, one that he was only just able to hold together around his
slim waist, and he went to cool off in the dusk of the balcony.
Ignoring the dirt and pigeon droppings, he squatted and then sat on
the dilapidated tiles, stretching his legs comfortably. He didn’t need
to dress for half an hour yet: he could enjoy his freedom.

Of course it’s a risk, he thought, but the money is very welcome. He
sorely missed the Marlboros, yet another bad habit, and he vowed
to be as parsimonious with them as he was able. Perhaps then they
might last out his stay—after all, there was little enough opportunity
to smoke. Only now, when he had recovered enough to be left in
peace for a few hours could he sneak out. I#’s just like that, he
thought, we’re treated just like bad schoolboys.



He was lucky, no doubt: he could never have arrived here on his
own rebellious and awkward merits. But how he missed the
cigarettes.

*

One of the men paused as he reached Claudia’s vacated table,
picking up the cigarette butt from the ashtray, only half-smoked. He
carefully extinguished it, and sniffing the faint trace of lipstick on
the butt, placed it in a small plastic bag before hurrying to catch his
companion, who was already ten metres ahead.

‘Why do they bother?” he muttered. ‘She’s a teenager, of course she
smokes, we all do at that age.”

It’s not smoking he’s worried about,” said the other, anxious-
looking, man. ‘At least, not cigarettes. But he’ll want to see the butt,
the poor bloody girl. Come on, she’s not hanging about and we’ll
get skinned if we lose her this time. If she’s meeting some boy 1 pity
him—I wouldn’t like to be in his shoes. But it’s probably some
girlfriends. I hope so, we might get to sit down for a while and have
a glass or two of wine. Come on!’

Sweating in the heavy air, and cursing the tourists ambling
randomly in front of them and seemingly determined to frustrate
their passage, they turned into the alleyway, sniffing as though they
could detect the girl’s young scent.

*

Ignatius jerked awake as the room door slammed.

Shit! She’s here. What's the time? he wondered, as he groggily
sought to clear his head. Damn!

‘Ignatius?’
He heard her click-clack across the twilit room towards the
balcony.

‘Out herel’” he called. ‘But please, I'm not dressed. Could you
throw me my clothes?” He tried to rearrange the towel so that it was
more decent, and began to sweat. He called again, ‘I fell asleep—are
you early?’



‘No, it’s the right time,” she answered from inside the room. ‘Are
you really going to put these on again? They’re disgusting!’

‘I do not have an extensive wardrobe as you know, Claudia,” he
retorted, struggling to hope that she found him disgusting too.
‘Please pass them to me.’

‘Only my third lesson, and revelation already!” she laughed, tossing
the sweat-stained clothes towards the balcony door. ‘What next,
Apocalypser’

Ignatius did not laugh. ‘Certainly, if the Fathers find out I am
entertaining the daughter of one of our wealthiest benefactors—
even if it is in the cause of saving her rather evasive soul. But thank
you once again for bringing cigarettes,” he said as he entered the
room and saw her emptying several red and white packets onto a
small table. He stared at her hungrily: she really was quite beautiful.

She smiled as she looked up at him framed in the doorway. ‘Ah,
but this time you pay!’

*

You lost her again? This is not good!’ said the tall man. “The
Signore will be most displeased with me.” He paused, ‘As I am with
such incompetence. What happened? Speak to me.’

‘She got herself a lift, obviously prearranged. She knows she’s
being followed.’

‘Undoubtedly, she is not stupid. But why were you not prepared?’
‘We were, but you know how these kids drive: sono pazzil
‘Did you get the number plate?’

The sweating man handed over a crumpled piece of paper, and
grinned. ‘We took the long lens this time.”

‘Excellent, then perhaps we can save ourselves.” The tall man
picked up the phone and made a brief call.

‘Inspector Grazzini knows her friends, and he says it will be easy
to find the rider,” the tall man said as he replaced the handset. ‘Now
g0, and pray that his men are not as incompetent as you.”



*

Claudia leaned forward over the cheap, rickety table and opened
her eyes wide.

‘But why? Why must I learn this?” she pouted. ‘Can’t we have
some fun for a change? I’'m paying you to rescue my soul, not bore
it to death! Oh, Ignatius, don’t be so English! Can we go for a drink
now? Nobody will recognise us in this part of the city.’

‘No, Claudia. If we are found together... let alone drinking. There
are no excuses that could save us. I would be punished and sent
back to the Mission immediately, if I was lucky. And you—’

‘T would be scolded, as usual. So let’s make it worthwhile—you
have to go back soon anyway.” She laughed again and leaned back,
smoothing her dress and swishing her long hair out of her face,
blushless as a Madonna. ‘If you don’t want to go out we can get
drinks brought to us!” She scraped back the chair and, spotting the
phone stuck to the wall beside the room doort, ran and unhooked it,
and quickly dialled. ‘I have an ideal’

After a few seconds impatiently tossing her hair and grinning at
Ignatius’ look of shocked concern, her attention turned to the
squeaking phone.

‘Paulo, gragze” She put her hand over the mouthpiece,
conspiratorially. ‘My friend. He will bring us wine. No-one will
know.” She spoke rapidly into the phone.

Ignatius sighed and, leaning back in his chair with a loud creak,
closed the heavy book that rested on the table. He couldn’t do this
again, it was too risky and Claudia was far too attractive for his
peace of mind. He couldn’t prevent his eyes from tracing the curves
of her body as she cradled the phone affectionately: gesticulating,
laughing, cajoling, holding her long hair off her face and neck.

Today she was dressed modestly in a two-toned grey suit: even so,
the hem of her skirt led his rebellious eyes from the curves of her
suntanned legs into the narrowing jacket and up to where a necklace
looped perfectly along her neckline. The delicate strings shimmered
against her smooth young skin, glinting with the same tint as her
gold-flecked green eyes. There was no modesty there.



He felt the blood rise and flow through his body, and sweat spring
anew from his pores. How easy it would be to take her now! To kiss
her, to run his lips along the fragile strands of the necklace, his
tongue tracing its path over her soft skin... He turned away, his
breath shallow, the necklace, a truncated rosary, a glorious mystery,
arousing in him an impossible longing.

He had not chosen his coutse, and sometimes... He took another
cigarette and walked out onto the balcony.

He heard Claudia finish the phone call, and then there were vague
noises as she moved around the room. His clamped lungs told him
that she was investigating ways of becoming more familiar with
him.

A few minutes later, from his retreat on the balcony he watched a
scooter roar to a stop. The room door banged, and a few seconds
later he saw Claudia below him in the street, hurrying from the
hotel entrance towards the scooter rider. Taking a clinking plastic
bag from him, she gave him an affectionate double-kiss, her black
hair swinging.

When was the last time Ignatius had been kissed by a woman? He
couldn’t remember.

Claudia looked up at him and gleefully tapped the plastic bag.
‘Glasses too!” She laughed, and disappeared back into the hotel

entrance.

Ignatius bit his lip, staring jealously at the retreating rider as he
sped off. Throwing the remains of his cigarette over the balcony at
where they had embraced, he listened for the sound of her heels as
he imagined her mounting the hotel stairs and returning along the
corridor outside the room.

She comes and goes as she pleases, in spite of her father, in spite of
Secundus, in spite of me. She is secure in her world. Why can I not be
in mine?

He was staring moodily into the street as the room door slammed,
her footsteps echoing across the marble floor.

‘Come and open the bottle, Ignatius! Hurry! And fill the glasses—
none of those titchy measures, for God’s sake!’



He remained where he was, his eyes closed and his thoughts
scuttering like rats in his head. At last he sighed, asking. “Where are
the cigarettes?’

There was more banging, and she suddenly reappeared beside him,
waving her hand. ‘I found an opener!” she laughed.

Distracted, he studied the label on the wine bottle.

‘Ignatius, study is over! Open it!” Impatiently, Claudia grabbed the
bottle from him, and with practised skill, extracted the cork,
handing it back with a contemptuous glare.

He found himself pouring the drinks without protest, faintly aware
of her kicking off her shoes and sitting on the drying towel. She lit
two cigarettes and handed him one.

For the moment it seemed to content her to rest quietly while they
breathed cool smoke and sipped the wine. From time to time she
tossed her hair, releasing a faint perfume that made Ignatius
conscious of the stair-fuelled heat that still radiated from her.

‘It’s nice like this, isn’t it?” she murmured eventually. ‘It must be
pleasant for you to be in my beautiful country, no? Do you get such
evenings in England? I bet you don’t have such pretty pupils! Do
you think I’'m pretty?’ she smiled.

Ignatius continued to stare blankly at the apartments opposite.
Claudia waited for his response, and when it did not come as
expected, she stood up impatiently.

‘Ignatius, I don’t know anything about you. Let’s talk a little—but
first I need a shower. Then we can relax and talk like real people,
not student and teacher.’

Ignatius wanted to object, but he was frozen, unable to think. In
spite of his training, in spite of his wishes, he could not prevent the
familiar feelings of anxiety and guilt and excitement constrict him as
she padded back into the room.

‘Don’t look!” she called, laughing.

This is not possible! Ignatius murmured faintly to himself, closing
his eyes. Father, help me!



He started as he felt 2 warm hand on his shoulder. “You look sad,
Ignatius, let’s go inside,” said Claudia, coming up softly behind him
wearing just his towel. Come.’

Eyes still shut, he allowed her to take his hand and lead him into
the cool room. He heard the towel fall, and then trembling,
unresisting, he felt her soft hands gently undress him. He could feel
her hair on his neck as she kissed his cheek, her warmth close to
him, her delicate scent filling his head.

‘Open your eyes, Ignatius, it’s OK. God will forgive us.’
But God is my enemy.

He felt her mouth seeking his, her soft nakedness against him, and
filled with confusion he surrendered his will to whatever it was that
had chosen his path.

*

The tall man replaced the handset, smiling.

‘We are reprieved: Grazzini has the boy. It seems that at first he
was unwilling to tell them where Claudia was, but everyone has his
price. The boy’s, apparently, was a ticket to heaven—the Roma-
Lazio game.” He sighed contentedly. ‘So, to work.” He handed them
a scribbled address.

‘She has a sense of humour—she has become the consort of the
great Verdi, it seems.” He smiled fondly. ‘T imagine you will find her
rather drunk or stoned, so be prepared for a fight. Nevertheless, do
not handle her roughly! Bring her here first—we might be able to
sober her up before we take her home. Her father is not a forgiving
man, even of youthful peccadilloes. Warn those of her friends you
find there that there will be no recurrence. Make a note of their
names. Now, go!’

Her father shows no love for her, the tall man reflected as he poured
himself a glass of wine, but he expects obedience. If you do what he
wants, you are protected, yes, but is that enough? Perhaps it is, for
those of us who have no choices.

His thoughts turned to Claudia’s mother. She loves Clandia, but
what is the love of the weak worth? If you cannot act from your love?



Eventually, Claudia will choose love over protection, and her mother
will be helpless, and I will be helpless.

Disgusted with himself, he drained the glass.

*

Claudia watched from the bed as Ignatius towelled himself off and
dressed again in his stinking tracksuit.

‘T’'m surprised they let you in dressed like that!”

‘There was nobody at the desk. Claudia, we have been here too
long. We have to leave now. They will be wondering where you are,
they will be suspicious.’

‘Am I not worth it, Ignatius? You seemed to think so when we
were making lovel’ she pouted. ‘Anyway, they’re already suspicious,
they’re having me followed. As if I was a kid! But don’t worry, I lost
them.’

His head jerked up. ‘Are you serious? They’re following you? We
must not be found together! Please, get dressed: I’'m going now.’

He watched as, clutching the too-small towel around her, she lit a
cigarette and headed towards the balcony.

‘Claudia, no! Are you mad?’

‘Madly in love with you, yes!” she teased. “You go—Paulo will be
coming for me soon.” She checked her watch. ‘He should have been
here ten minutes ago. It’s lucky he’s late, I really need that shower
now. When will we see each other again?’ she continued. ‘I have to
go to the seaside house with my parents this weekend—Monday
then? It would be so much easier if I could call you!’

Tl see. It will be difficult, but I'll leave a note with the barman as
usual.’

‘OK. Kiss me before you go or I'll think you don’t love me!’

‘For heaven’s sake, Claudia! Get dressed, it’s late! I'll see you next
week. Be content!” And with anxious haste, Ignatius departed.

Claudia smiled to herself and breathed in slowly, savouring the
scent of his body on her.



So?’
‘She was alone, Signore.’
‘Alone? But what was she doing?’

‘She said she had just wanted to be alone for a while. She said
Patrissia was getting on her nerves.’

‘Hmm. Are you sure there was no-oner’

‘No-one was there, Signore.

‘All this trouble for nothing. I fear Paulo will not get to heaven.’
‘We are all sinners, to be sure.

‘Bring her home then. No, wait—did you check the hotel desk?’
“They were very busy, Szgnore, nobody remembers.’

‘Hmm. No matter, she is safe.’



1999

Patrissia pulled in to the side of the road and cut the engine.
Automatically lighting a cigarette as she yanked the handbrake, she
tried to ignore the nausea that was making her breath come shallow
and fast, blocking her chest. Shoving the car door open, she leaned
out with a grimace of distaste, holding the smoking cigarette away
in readiness, but she only retched painfully. She waited for a minute,
churning her stomach, but she hadn’t eaten for two days and there
was nothing inside her. It just hurt.

Her phone beeped beside her on the seat and, face tight, she
reached back into the car and picked it up. Yes. She read the
message and then reluctantly pressed the delete button, sad at the
thought that he would eventually tire of swearing at her.

She leaned her head on the back of the seat and gradually allowed
the darkness to calm her. A mist of flowing colour moved slowly
from under the surrounding black and leafless trunks until it stood
ten metres away. A deer, dog-sized, turned its eyes to her,
unblinking, uncaring, wary, then sprang sharply away, fading back
into the grey fog as she watched.

It was ten minutes before she felt steady enough to pull away from
the muddy verge, and even then her hands gripped the steering
wheel so ferociously it was hard to control the car, and she veered
at the angry whoosh of a giant 4x4 as it shot past in a whirl of bulk
and careless self-obsession.

Taking a deep breath, she concentrated on the road winding along
her headlights. Its curves disturbed her and its straights made her
fearful of sudden blindness. It was only when she reached the
motorway, and soon after, the lights of the city, that she felt free of
the burden he had become. A great surge of elation brought a smile
to her lips, which still bore the salty traces of tears.

*

She entered her house slowly, and, closing the front door, stood in
the hallway for a moment contemplating the fist-cracked pane. The
silence in the house unnerved her as she listened for him.



She knew she ought to be relieved that he was gone, and she was,
but as she slowly removed her coat and hung it on the broken
hook, carefully smoothing it straight, the worm of fear made her
hand tremble. There was sadness too, and a great rubbery feeling of
hopelessness, so familiar that she settled into it without thinking.

Filling the coffee machine, she unlocked the back doors and
swung them wide to the darkly-lit sky, ignoring the inrush of cold
air. The house must be aired, freed of his spirit and his sound and
his smell.

But he wouldn’t leave. Later, when she came to bag up his clothes
and the small heap of his personal belongings, she found she didn’t
have the courage. Without him, it was too bare—she was too bare
—so0 he stayed, in cupboards and wardrobes and drawers, on
shelves and in corners and in the air. He inhabited her, and there
was nothing she could do about it. He and his successors would
remain, tormenting and comforting her, until she found someone—
she lifted her chin and sighed at the possibility—who could displace

him.

She put her hand to her breast. Her heart felt as if it were tapping a
message to her fingers—mno more, no more, no more. But as she
poured steaming coffee into a cup, she could not stop the tension at
her throat and neck pull her face into a ragged ball, and then, sitting
at the empty table, she wept at her rediscovered freedom. She still
needed Johnny.

Johnny, whose spirit filled her, whose eyes followed her in her
dreams, whose hands and lips caressed her no matter which of her
lovers was pawing her willing flesh. He had taken her, consumed
her will and her body, her spirit and her mind, and had left only the
sordid, mesmeric fantasy that had become her life. Sometimes she
thought she could be healed, that what he had done to her could be
undone, but the thought lasted only the length of a conversation.

Once or twice she had thought a lover strong enough to burn
away her history, to rewrite it, to erase it, whose words and being
she had felt herself surrendering to, and she had sabotaged, in
stealth and in open-eyed despair, in glittering confession, in anger,
in tears—in whatever it took—that longed-for salvation. The mesh
of lifelong deceits that protected her could not be unravelled now.



Lighting a cigarette, she sniffed as she considered how she had just
done it again. He had been a true lover, a mensch, an oak, a passion,
a bliss—and now it was over, as over as anything was, anyway, and
he was gone, although he wouldn’t leave just yet. He had come the
closest to saving her, and her heart pounded again at the cruel
destruction of her life.

Yes, there would be another lover; and yes, and yes...the eternally
recurring procession, the wheel—it didn’t matter what it was called.
Lover upon lover, each bringing their own joy and pain and fear,
each sapping a little more of her hope. She was a tattered leaf blown
round and round a black hole, touching and rising, rolling and
sticking, eventually to crumble and become one with the earth and
the darkness.

And now it had to begin again.






Part 2 Art

I am an artist

‘More art?”” Theo stretched his arms above his head and yawned.
‘That’s the second show we’ll have been to this week. Can’t we just
go to a movie? Fitzcarraldo’s on at the Carlton.”

Patrissia put down her glass. ‘It’s the E/ Greco exhibition, Theo,
not one of Lu’s private views! I've been looking forward to it for
ages, you know I have.” She stared over the crumpled newspaper at
his washed-out blue eyes and the straggling remains of his hairline.
‘And you said you wanted to go’

“You said we wanted to go,” he corrected her, turning a page with a
barrage of rustling. ‘By the way,” he added, avoiding her accusing
eyes, ‘we’re flying to Paris this weekend. You haven’t made any
plans, have you?’

‘Paris?’

“Yes. We’re meeting with a major prospect. He’s coming over from
the States for a couple of days. Very important guy.’

Patrissia’s heart sank. “‘What d’you need ¢ for, Theo? You know
how much I detest your clients.’

“You’re the attractive half of the sales team, Trish, you know that.’
He looked up at last, his eyes cool. “This guy’s our ticket to New
York. You have to come.’

‘T don’t want to move to New York,” she stated levelly. “We’ve had
that conversation enough times for you to understand that. 1
actually have a /ife here—my own life.

‘Huh, what life?” he drawled, making a careful note on the pad by
his plate. “You call yourself an artist, but you haven’t done a single
painting since I've known you.” His eyes flicked up, sweeping over
her until they met her own green-gold glare.

‘T am an artist, and you—’




‘And I'm scraping around this damned place for peanuts.” Theo
turned his attention back to the stock prices for a second before
slapping the newspaper on the table and leaning forward, his face
fixed and serious. ‘If we handle this deal right, we could be living on
Park Avenue in five years.’

Patrissia scraped back her chair and stood up. I'm not going to
argue, and I’'m not going to Paris.’

‘Oh, come on, Trish.” Theo looked her up and down appreciatively
as she gathered the remains of the meal and bent to fill the
dishwasher. ‘Best take that Chanel suit I bought you.” Then, with
distaste as she slammed the door shut and took a new pack of
Marlboro from her bag, ‘but no smoking.’

Blowing a stream of thin blue smoke from the corner of her
mouth, Patrissia leaned back on the edge of the sink. ‘If you don’t
like me smoking, you know what you can do. And what I wear is
my own business.’

He let out a long breath. “Yeah, yeah, I get it. But Jesus, look at
you! You’re forty, you’re beautiful, but you dress like a refugee from
some anarchist art college! These are serious people we’re dealing
with and it’s embarrassing having you turn up for dinner with your
tits hanging out of a rag robe.” His mouth turned down. ‘And as for
that rosary youre always wearing—what do think it says to
Mankiewitz about me? Shlemiel, that's what. Not one of us” He
shook his head. “You gotta think of that if we’re gonna make it in
New York, baby.’

T'm thirty-nine. And I’'m not your baby, Theo, I'm your lover.’
Patrissia flicked ash into a dirty cup. ‘And I’'m not moving to New
York.

‘OK, OK, he replied with weary patience. ‘Look, just get yourself
tidied up for the weekend, huh? Maybe a visit to the stylist, what
d’you say? We can talk about the other stuff later.”

Patrissia could feel her jaw tightening as she watched him stand
and pick up the newspaper. He smiled and came over to her,
cupping her shoulders to kiss her forehead. “You’re upset, I can
understand that, you need to relax. I'll massage your back in a while,
huh? C’'mon, I'll bring the glasses.’



Twisting away from him, she stubbed out her cigarette in the sink.
‘Don’t worry, Theo, I won’t embarrass you this weekend.” She
picked up her bag. I'm going to have a bath and an early night.
Turn out the lights when you come up.’

*

The next morning Patrissia stared at Theo’s black briefcase
standing ready for departure by the front door while she phoned for
a cab between sips of coffee and deep drags of her cigarette.

Paris, Chanel...She could see the look on Lucinda’s face now.
‘Sleeping your way up the ladder is working out quite well for you
then, Trisha?” Not that she’d actually say it, instead she’d give her
the usual joys-of-family-life sermon, followed by an account of the
wholesome success of her ceramics business, ‘which one doesn’t take
too seriously, of course’.

She felt sorry for Lucinda, selling her zastefu/ pots, and shackled to
her time-consuming daughter and faithless husband. But, she
reflected, maybe she had a point. Patrissia had been playing the
game with some success—Theo was a success, she had to remind
herself—and there was satisfaction to be had from being a good
player, but something else was pulling at her, something she
couldn’t put her finger on. Her head fell, and she let out a deep
sigh.

God! What’s happened to me?

*

When it came the cab was overheated, but the driver refused to
unlock the back windows in spite of her repeated requests. She
distracted herself by reading an article about one of the paintings
she was about to see in the flesh.

Peter and Mary are laying him down, bis skin the texture of bine marble,
smooth, ethereal, while Mary Magdalene kneels anguished at his feet. Their
hands seem to be joined, supporting his body. Four figures are depicted, yet only
three of them are of this world. On earth the colours are cool and pale while in
heaven they growl and rage.



She closed her eyes, and she was Zhere, the flaming sky filling her
with a fierce light that made her body want to burst and wail.

By the time they crawled past the fountain in Trafalgar Square, she
was nursing a dull headache. She stared out of the window at the
grey crowds, her reflection showing a thin, haggard face, sleepless
and anxious. Taking a deep breath, she relaxed her shoulders and
neck and massaged her face, pressing her temples, knowing that the
headache would be with her for an hour at least.

Maybe a weekend in Paris wouldn’t be so bad. Theo was simply
inviting her to share an important part of his life with him. Isn’t that
what everyone wanted? Participation, support, care? Isn’t that what
she wanted?

No, it fucking isn’t.

As soon as the taxi stopped she threw open the door, tossing
crumpled five-pound notes onto the cabbie’s lap and trying to
ignore the headache that was now threatening to demolish her
temples.

And then, turning and catching sight of a huge poster covering the
facade of the National Gallery, she stopped dead. The poster
showed the Pieta. It was massive, stretching across the front of the
building like the entrance to another world, and with a shock she
suddenly knew why she had felt such a compulsion to come.

Johnny had brought her here the week before her final year show,

and they had stood where she stood now—artist and apprentice,
tutor and student, lovers—and then they had walked up the steps,
hand in hand.

Tears smarted in her eyes as the memory of Johnny filled her, and
she had an urge to kneel and pray, right there, that he would come
for her, and that when she opened her eyes he would take her hand
and lead her again into that other world, that glorious world of
tempests redeemed with translucent and ethereal light and
coruscating skies.

Two weeks later, she’d left him after another blazing row.

‘Lack of discipline?” she had screamed. ‘Make up your bloody
mind, Johnny. What happened to emotion? What happened to



spontaneity? You’re turning into a fucking academician—I don’t
know you any more!’

She had expected him to come after her, blustering and raging,
desperate to find her, but he never did. She let a solitary tear roll
slowly down her cheek. It was more than fifteen years since she’d
said those last words.

And now she had Theo. How long had they been together? A
year? She reflected that their relationship had not so much
developed as solidified. She never missed him when he wasn’t
around, never wondered who he was with or what he was doing. He
moved in and out of her life imperceptibly. Whether beside her in
bed, on the other side of the room, or in New York, the distance
between them remained the same.

And as for the others, what were they, really? Nothing but
distractions from being alone.

Suddenly, the familiar crumbling, ever-widening hole opened up in
front of her, the hole that grew darker every time she looked, the
hole that had been appearing ever more frequently, plunging her
into a state of hopeless melancholy.

Lifting her eyes to the broken figure above her, she fingered the
rosary at her throat.

Ob Lord, speak to me.

*

It was a relief to find herself being sucked invisibly into the queue

that trickled across the vast reception hall, and she felt her
momentary lapse melt away as she became one with the slow-
moving stream of art lovers and tourists.

The portly middle-aged couple behind her edged closer to the
unnervingly surreal Assumption, brushing deep-filled Fortnum and
Mason bags against Patrissia’s back.

‘What’s with the flowers, honey?” the woman demanded of her
husband, whose mighty head was buried in his guide, fat fingers
leafing through the glossy pages.



‘Just looking, Deborah,” he replied, not even bothering to lower his
voice. ‘Found it!’

‘They’re real pretty. You know, I think they must be, like,
symbolic?’

‘Uh huh, I reckon so.’

‘Don’t it tell us some history about it, or something?’ the woman
persisted, licking her lips in readiness for some juicy cultural fodder.

It says it’s on loan from the museum of Santa Cruz.’

‘Oh, is that all? Such a shame they don’t tell us a bit more about it
—UI’d love to know what it all means.’

Patrissia felt her fragile calm under threat from their ignorant
commentary, and she was on the verge of moving away when a
voice intervened politely, ‘I hope I’'m not intruding, madam, but I
can tell you a little more about the painting, if you like?’

The woman turned towards the voice, tugging at her husband’s
anorak-clad elbow lest he miss a vital history lesson. ‘Oh, that
would be just grand, wouldn't it, honey?’

‘Just grand,’” sighed her husband.

“Yes,” said the man reflectively, with a sidelong glance at Patrissia,
“This painting was originally the property of the Museo Santa Cruz.
It took El Greco six years to complete.’

So much for spontaneity, thought Patrissia. Johnny was right about
something, anyway.

‘It is a mysterious painting,” continued the stranger, ‘full of images
related to the Blessed Virgin—see the lilies, the fountain of clear
water, the roses. As you say, they are indeed symbolic. And the city
below is Toledo—El Greco uses it as a representation of all earthly
things. And look, see here at the top?’ the man went on, raising his
eyes then his long, sinewy hand. “There’s the dove.’

‘Oh my! Well I never—Can you believe it? I never even saw that
little bird! What a datlin’l Oh, honey, look—did you see that?’ cried
Deborah, squeezing the stranget’s arm instead of her husband’s.

‘No, I swear I did not!” he replied, shaking his head studiously
from side to side. ‘I did not see the bird!” Then he buried his head
once more in the pamphlet.
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Why don’t you open your eyes, then, you cretin.

Patrissia immediately regretted her thought. Johnny had spent an
entire morning explaining the painting to her, hadn’t he?

‘The dove always represents peace,” explained the stranger, ‘but in
this painting, as in many, the dove also carries The Word of the
Lord. It was God’s wish that Mary should carry His child.’

Patrissia involuntarily found her eyes turning to the painting.

‘Oh yes,” Deborah smiled. ‘I knew that last bit, but how about the
flowers?’

‘Roses and Lilies are symbolic of the different parts of Mary’s
experience. They belong to the Glorious and to the Sorrowful
Mysteries.’

Mysteries. The mysterions rose will be wedded to the holy cross.

‘Oh, ain’t that all Catholic stuff, rosaries and all that? I don’ believe
in any of that mumbo jumbo myself. But each to his own, that’s
what I say.’

The stranger smiled slightly and nodded, taking the opportunity to
glance at Patrissia again, but her eyes were still fixed on the dove.
What was God’s wish for her? A still-born life, it seemed like, just at
that moment.

The woman tutted under her breath. I guess El Greco must’ve
been a Catholic,” and turning her back to the quiet man, grabbed
hold of her husband, who now sported a pair of bright turquoise
reading glasses and had started to peer at the pink buds at the foot
of the Toledo hills. Pulling determinedly on his arm, she led him
away without a goodbye.

*

Patrissia now found herself face to face with the art critic. He
seemed to have stepped out of the painting himself, with his black
eyes, long thin face and look of haunted knowledge. She could see
him now, crushed under the Cross or writhing under the spectre of
the Last Judgement, and herself, wailing in useless supplication.



She raised her eyebrows conspiratorially. He seemed embarrassed
neither by the Americans’ rudeness nor, as she had suspected he
wouldn’t be, by her level, inquisitive gaze.

“You seem to know a lot about El Greco?’
He didn’t smile. ‘I do. I studied Art many years ago.’

‘Me tool” She managed a laugh, but he didn’t react, apparently
waiting for her to continue. ‘Not such a coincidence really,
considering where we are.’

‘Do you not believe in coincidence?” he asked seriously, his black
eyes searching her face.

‘Well, probably not, no,” Patrissia replied in the same tone. “Then
again, I probably don’t believe in the Assumption either.’

‘Well, that requires a great deal of faith,” he replied, nodding, ‘and
understanding. I doubt many people have enough of either to
honestly say they believe in anything.’

Their eyes locked again, but this time Patrissia found the effort to
disengage was tangible. Lowering her head at last, for a moment she
found herself waiting for him to cup her brow in his hand.

Smiling modestly, she held out her hand. ‘My name’s Trish, by the
way. What’s yours?’

‘Marc.’
His handshake was brief and light, his fingers cool in hers.

‘Pleased to meet you, Marc.” Feeling slightly foolish, she inhaled
gently, wanting to draw him close and smell his skin. I tend to
think that people believe in what they think they already know.”

‘How can you tell the difference?” His face was serious. ‘Do you
not need faith in order to believe that what you ‘know’ is real?
Without faith, what can you be sure of?’

‘Perhaps you’re right,” Patrissia murmured, smiling coolly, her
voice unwavering despite the sudden thump of her heart. ‘Don’t
you love the light in these pictures?’

‘Indeed I do.” A faint smile played around the stranget’s lips as he
glanced at the canvas beside them and murmured, ‘El Greco said
that ‘a /ight burned in his heart, more resplendent than the noon’.



Patrissia turned, catching his eyes darting from her face to her
neck, then back again.

‘How beautiful those words arel I'm sure I've heard them
somewhere before.’

‘He wrote them during the time he was painting the Immaculate
Conception.” The man’s voice was soft and reverent, his eyes hooded
and almost closed. ‘He was speaking of the divine light of Faith, of
course, without which he could not have known God’s love, and
could not have painted these pictures.’

12’5 fifteen years since I left Johnny, fifteen years since 1 painted
anything.

The pounding of Patrissia’s heart had spread to her temples. With

an effort, she tried to concentrate on what the man—A=Mare, she
reminded herself—was saying as he continued, ‘Speaking of the
divine, how did you come by such a heavenly necklace?’

‘Oh, I've had it years, since I was a girl Patrissia answered,
breathing out, grateful that the conversation had taken a simpler
turn. She lifted her left hand to stroke the threads at her throat,
turning the tiny gems of the rosary between her fingers. “Why do
you ask?’

‘No reason. It just looks familiar.”

There was an odd vacancy in his voice that made her pause before
answering, ‘I doubt that. It was hand-made in Rome by a friend of
my father’s.’

‘Perhaps that’s where I saw it” She saw that his eyes were
completely closed now, his lips moving almost as if he were reliving
a conversation, or repeating a prayer.

Yes, you'’re St Dominic in prayer. I wonder what you're praying for?

“You know Rome? I grew up there. I may not sound it, but I'm
Italian by birth: much Anglicised now, no doubt, but yes.’

‘Mmm.” She could see his eyelids twitching as if he knew his prayer
would not be answered. ‘I can hear it in your voice now.” There was
a long silence before he spoke again, and then, instead of answering
her question, he continued, ‘Forgive me, but you seem...’

And then, again, he stopped.



‘What do I seem?’ Patrissia smiled, her mouth wide, intrigued that
he seemed to be as lost in this strange conversation as she was.

You seem to be 2 woman who knows what she wants,” he stated,
unexpectedly, his eyes now gazing directly into hers, shining and
taut.

Confused even more, she could only answer, ‘Why so? Don’t all
women know what they want?’

I wouldn’t know.” He blinked rapidly, turning back to the painting.
‘But you must excuse me now, I need to get on. There’s so much to
understand.’

Patrissia nodded as if the course of their conversation was entirely
satisfactory, and found herself saying, ‘Of course. Although, since
we seem to share a common passion for El Greco, why don’t we
get a coffee somewhere afterwards? We can compare notes.”

His head jerked up. I—" His mouth froze open for an instant, the
words seemingly stuck in his throat. Then, with a small pouf of air,
he blinked again. ‘Of course, it would be a pleasure.” Glancing at his
watch, he took a small notebook from his pocket, ‘But I haven’t
had a chance to see much of the show yet, so, if you’ll excuse me, I
really would like to get on. No doubt you’d appreciate a little peace
to do the same.’

Patrissia nodded. ‘OK. Where do you suggest we meet?’
‘Do you have a watch?’

“Yes.” She touched the plain oval face as if it were a talisman.
‘One-thirty outside the main entrance?’

‘OK, fine’

Patrissia watched him walk away into the adjoining room, relieved
at the opportunity to try to make sense of what had just occurred.
Had he said he needed peace? Is that what he was praying for?

He certainly wasn’t praying for me, anyway.



*

The remainder of the exhibition towered and glowed above her as
Patrissia slowly circuited each hall, and if she could have seen the
sky at that moment, it might well have changed colour again.

Violent perspectives drew her into ripped-up skies, rhythms of
light danced across her skin, earth to heaven and heaven to earth, in
unending flux...and she began to recall where she had heard the
words that Marc had quoted to her. It had been at art college, years
ago, during a slide-show on Romantic painters, the likes of
Delacroix and Freidrich, compositions brilliant with turbulent seas
and devastating coldness.

At her very first tutorial with Johnny, she had asked him to explain
why El Greco should be called a Romantic when, in fact, he seemed
to be more of a religious, or at least, spiritual, painter. He had
looked at the painting that patterned the studio wall with its
spiralling angelic hosts and had consulted his notes, conceding that
her question was an interesting one.

As he packed away the slides at the end of the tutorial, Patrissia
had paused to thank him, smiling. “That was inspiring! Are you a
Romantic painter yourself?’

Johnny had smiled back. ‘In a manner of speaking, yes.’

The next morning, while she was drinking coffee from a
polystyrene cup in the art school canteen, he had bustled up to her,
roughly pulling a slim journal from his rucksack.

‘Here,” he had said without ceremony, ‘keep this. I think you’ll like
this quote in particular,” he urged her warmly, planting his thick
finger under the first line of page two. ‘Read it.”

And she read it aloud to him.
On a night dark and unfathomable
as anguish was consumed in flames of love

I left my house, tranquil and calm,

unseen, and I not seeing,



without any guide but the light that burned in my heart,

more resplendent than the noon.

Then she had breathed out, long and hard, just as she did now,
drowning in the switling light.

It was the start of their affair. Doomed, of course, as Lucinda had
warned. She remembered the way she had looked at her,
disbelievingly and with concern. And she had been right, of course:
in many ways their affair had made life awkward for everyone
concerned. But that was the price of being an artist, wasn’t it?
That’s what being an artist was.

It’s the handling of the tension between instinct and imagination, and
the opposing forces of empathy and duty, that makes pictures worth
painting and life worth living,” Johnny had declared. You set your
priorities, and then you find ont how much pain and loneliness you and
those around you can bear.’

Patrissia had never thought of life like that, of the sacrifices
required and the pain to be endured. She didn’t want to make
sacrifices—and neither did he, she had realised, eventually. She was
sure that his wife had endured plenty of pain and loneliness when he
was painting for hours in his studio or spending the night in her
bed, but she failed to see how /e had.

A phone beeped, and looking around Patrissia saw that she had
been shuffled back to the vestibule. She was about to fight her way
back in when loud voices behind her made her pause.

‘Did we miss anything? I’d sure hate to have come all this way and
not get our money’s worth. How they can charge fifteen dollars I
don’ know.’

Tl be glad when we get back home.’
“Yeah. Is that the way out? Let’s go.’

In the end, the choice is made, not by conrage in pursuit of what you
want, but by acceptance of what you are.’

It was one of the first things she remembered Johnny saying to
her. At the time, she had listened as a lover, amused by his pretty
speculations, designed, as she thought, to further her willing
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seduction, and she had simply accepted them. But now, she could
see how hackneyed they were, so conventional...so Lucinda.

He had it the wrong way round, didn’t he? You find out who you
are by looking at what you do. She sighed. There was no escaping
what she and Johnny had done, and the harm they had caused to
themselves, to each other, and most of all, to those around them.

And when it was over she had repeated it all with her next lover,
and the next, and the next... and here I am, she thought unhappily,
lacking art, lacking love, lacking substance, and, it seemed, about to
wreak her particular brand of seductive havoc on yet another... not
victim, for that suggested a victor, and she knew very well that there
was no victory to be had, but—what were they, she and these
grunting co-conspirators? What had Marc said? ‘Without faith, what
can you be sure of?’

Yes, faithless travellers could describe them well enough.

*

As the revolving door hustled her out, Patrissia was dazzled by the
bright afternoon sunshine. While people scurried up and down the
steps to and from the gallery, she looked around for the intense
man who was so obviously attracted to her, but who had not
wanted to share his time there with her.

He was standing on the pavement, leaning out into the traffic with
his arm raised: she recognised the stiff carriage and pale hands
straight away.

‘Marc!’ she called out, threading her way through the small crowd
towards him. ‘Coffee?” she murmured, quizzically. ‘Did you forget
already?’

He turned, a brief anxiety pinching his face. ‘I was just trying to
secure us a taxi. It’s very busy around here and I thought—’

A cab pulled up beside them, and they stood back to let out the
occupants. He beckoned her to enter and with an automatic smile,
she inclined her head and slid into the far seat.

They sat in silence as the cabbie pulled into the traffic, Patrissia
staring out of the window through the light rain that had begun to
fall. Had he really been trying to escape her? And if so, why had he
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then capitulated so readily? A tremor of disquiet went through her,
but she ignored it, knowing that few men could hide their secrets
from her for long.

She glanced at his reflection. He was sitting stiffly with his hands
together on his lap, eyes half-shut.

This is the third time. Can be really be praying?
‘So, you said you knew Rome?” she asked eventually.
“Yes, I lived there for a short while. It was a long time ago.’

She waited for him to elaborate, and when he didn’t, she joined
him in looking at the back of the taxi driver’s head. She felt the tiny
bulb of pressure in her stomach deflate as she realised that it really
might be just a coffee. But then, why had he agreed to come at all?

At last he spoke again. ‘We’re almost there.”

‘Oh, that’s good, I'm parched!” She turned and smiled, wondering
if he could manage an actual conversation. I didn’t expect rain
today, did you?’

It appeared not. He grunted something too quietly for her to
catch, and said no more until the taxi pulled up on a double yellow
line outside the door of a smart café.

He paid, and placing his hand on the small of her back, drew her
gently alongside him across the crowded pavement. His unexpected
touch suddenly warmed her, reviving the little pulse in her neck that
she always felt in the presence of a prospective lover.

The café was quiet, except for a group of elderly Italian ladies in a
far corner, spooning profiteroles into their busy, lipstick-smoothed
mouths.

As soon as they sat down at the circular table in the window, she
saw his eyes return to her necklace, the one her father gave her
when Claudia left. It seemed to pin his gaze like a thornbush.

The thin triple-braided chain of red, yellow and white gold strands
was all she had to remind her of her sister, her beautiful, golden-
haired sister. She remembered kneeling beside Claudia, wide-eyed,
watching this fiery white-robed angel take each of the tiny blood-
red stones in turn, lips moving soundlessly, asking to be forgiven.
And when at last she kissed the glittering, finely-wrought cross at its



centre, a great and silent calm descending, she had taken her little
sister’s hand and kissed her fingers softly.

You're safe, cara mia, you’ll always be safe with me. Don’t worry
that Pappa shouts at us, I'll take you away as soon as I can, and we’ll
live together in the mountains where he can’t find us.’

“Your necklace is exactly the same as one I saw when I was in
Rome.’

Mare.

T told you,” said Patrissia, slightly disoriented at being dragged
back so abruptly, ‘it’s a family heirloom. You can’t have seen it
before.”

He leaned forward, resting his arms on the table, and Patrissia
tensed, waiting for him to continue. But his eyes, though directed at
her, were now filmed and unfocused.

‘Well,” he said at last, leaning slowly back, ‘it’s very beautiful. As
are you.”

‘Thank you,” she smiled. ‘Now that we’ve got the compliments out
of the way, shall we order?’

Their drinks arrived, and they began to talk about Art, or rather,
they made enquiries of each other’s opinions about what they liked,
which was unusual, Patrissia reflected. He made no passionate
critiques, but spoke quietly and thoughtfully, inviting her response.

It had been a long time since she had partaken in an actual
discussion with someone, as opposed to parrying their ever-more-
insistent certainties, and she felt herself relax, amused by his
perpetual stiffness, and impressed by his detailed knowledge and by
what she could only describe as his confident uncertainty.

And he actually /istened. When she spoke, his black eyes narrowed
with the same intensity as when putting his own views. These
qualities delighted and pleased her—»/be pleased her.

‘When are you going to stop making dates with strangers, Patrissia?
Do you imagine that one day one of these strangers will reveal yourself
to you? That’s not the way things work. While you're looking for
yourself in me, in Picasso, in Friedrich, in guys in bars, you’ll always

be disappointed.’



Johnny’s words still haunted her, but was he right? So much of
what he’d said had turned out to be bluster and wishful thinking.
He had been wrong about her, wrong about his ability to sustain the
illusion—the descent into sordid acts of betrayal had been swift. He
had relied on her to weave the web of deceit, carefully avoiding
responsibility for the squalid excuses he forced her to invent. Their
dramatic tempests had soon become bitter squalls, their visions
revealed as tricks of the alcoholic fog in which they had wandered.
He had seduced her, drugged her, and used her. And in return, she
had loved him. She Aad loved him.

She sighed. Marc wasn’t Johnny, but she had a feeling that he
wouldn’t be just another lover, either. What if she fell in love with
him? Johnny had taken everything except her fantasies—what
would she have left if the stranger took those?

*

Marc paid off the taxi and turned towards his house. Victorian
gothic had never appealed to him, but at least the energy it took to
dislike it distracted him from his thoughts.

Once inside the house, nothing could deflect the onslaught of
whirling questions that his meeting with the curiously persistent
Italian woman had aroused. He paced the room, but the motion
served only to disorient rather than comfort him, and he stopped to
light a cigarette.

Inhaling deeply, he closed his eyes, remembering the hotel room,
the hot smoky interior, the streaks of sunlight on the wall, and
Claudia, naked and smiling on the bed, the strands of her necklace
—the necklace that Patrissia now wore—tangled and twisted
around her throat, the cross underneath her. He remembered her
mouth and her hot breath. He remembered everything.

When he’d had the seizure, she had been terrified at the physicality
of it and, not having had the presence of mind to call an ambulance,
had simply deserted him. Left alone, his wild thrashing had left
great bruises on his arms and legs, and he had been lucky not to
have choked or swallowed his tongue. They had never mentioned it
again.



Even now, thirty years later, even a mild episode would exhaust
him, and his frequent fits and blackouts made him moody and
irritable for days. The only remedy was retreat and seclusion.

Opening a drawer of his desk, he took the latest photo of Sally
from the folder.

Far from running away like Claudia had, Sally had stayed,
crouching beside him on the floor, holding his hand until the
ambulance arrived. And then she had returned the next day, and the
day after, and despite his fits, his moods, and his weirdness, as she
called it, she had continued to model for him, to care for him—and
to love him.

Secundus had said, “You have no faith, Ignatius, and faith cannot
be taught or learned. You must try another path, and perhaps
another and another. You may well find faith through the love of a
woman, but if that is your way, you must love that woman as you
wish to love your god’.

He stared impassively at the photograph of Sally he still held in his
hand, and then coming out of his unwelcome reverie, he found that
he had made a decision.

Leaning over his desk to tear a sheet of pale blue writing paper
from a new pad, he carefully wrote his address, and began.

Secundus, my dear friend,

Once again, 1 come to you for your wisdom and good
counsel. 1 disappoint myself that it has taken me so long
to reply to your last letter. I can offer no excuse for this
tardiness other than my affliction, which you once
described as a ‘spiritual malaise’.

Today I met a woman. She was wearing a necklace that
I recognised at once as the one that Clandia 1V ecchia
wore, and it occurs to me that the wearer might be
another member of Clandia’s family. Do yon know who
this woman might be? Did Claudia have sisters or
cousins?



I have such a feeling about this: it is as if God’s hand is
reaching ont to pull me back by His side. Of course, 1
realise that any contact with the family on whom I
brought such disgrace would be ill-advised, but 1 cannot
ignore this sign, if that’s what it is.

I await your reply impatiently—some defects are not
easily eradicable.

Ignatius.

He signed his former name with a flourish and threw down his
pen. Then, lighting another cigarette, he opened the doors to the
garden and gazed blankly at the figure outlined against the dirty
white walls of his studio: his own Pan Pangenitor Panphage, the
horned god: everywhere violent, everywhere feared.

Pan had been his first fully realised sculpture, completed a year
after his return from Rome, and the first actualisation of what
Secundus referred to as his ‘spiritual malaise’, the poison that
infused his soul and seeped into his body.

He had hoped that Pa» would draw some of the poison from him
but he had been disappointed. Perfectly executed, it was still
imperfect. He had deliberately placed it where he would see it often,
to remind him of his own imperfection.

*

The house was chilly when Patrissia got back. Her pale green
raincoat hung on the coat rack in the hall, and under it her knee-
high boots. Theodore’s umbrella and briefcase had gone, but there
was a note in their place. Patrissia picked it up and glanced over the
hurried scrawl as she made her way to the kitchen.

T hope the EI Greco was worth it. Don’t forget the stylist. See you
later, Theo x’

She screwed it up and tossed it into the wastepaper basket. ‘Theo’,
she said aloud to herself. ‘Is that what I am to you? A haircut and a
kiss?’



She click-clacked across the bare wood floor and up the stairs to
her bedroom, where she kicked off her boots and lay her jacket on
the unmade bed.

Suddenly she felt the great void open up beneath her again. Thirty-
nine, and all she had was Theo, with his Gucci’d clients and rabid,
nauseating ‘friends’, and...what else? What if she wanted a child?

I don’t want his child. 1 don’t want him.

She suddenly felt cold and tired, and sitting down on the bed, she
stared at herself in her dressing-table mirror, her face blank and set.
She looked disappointed, frustrated—sterilised.

Her thoughts turned to Marc. For a moment she imagined him in
the house with her. His edges were much more jagged. Like an El
Greco figure himself, he looked haunted, afflicted by his
surroundings—unlike Theo, whose glossy superficiality warded off
the world like an acrylic curtain.

A curtain I'm sheltering behind, she reminded herself.

She remembered the look in Marc’s eyes when he had leaned
across the table in the café, admiring Claudia’s necklace. Its intensity
had startled her, but she was more startled by how it had made her
feel. It was the same ferocious look that Johnny had worn when he
had sketched her.

But Marc wasn’t like Johnny. After that one flash of intensity, he
had withdrawn, his eyes glazed. She wondered what he had been
seeing then. A lover? A promise...? She’d have to find out—but
first she’d have to decide about Paris.

Leaning forward, she drew her wardrobe doors wide, and pushing
aside the mass of filmy, flimsy, colourful skirts and dresses and
scarves, she found the Chanel suit half-off its hanger at the back.
She adjusted it and smoothed it down, but she knew she’d have to
get it cleaned and pressed if it was going to Paris with her.

Laying it carefully on the bed, she turned back and started to
remove some of the more tangled dresses from the floor of the
wardrobe. As she untwisted a long burgundy kaftan she realised that
it was the one she had worn to the exhibition with Johnny. It had
hung here anonymous among the other relics of her old life for



fifteen years. Holding it close to her face, she smelled the dust and
old mothballs and then something else, a faint residue of oil.

‘Love is never wrong, Lu, she had said, the flecks around the rim of
her gold eyes glittering like green flames. ‘I#’s just sometimes a little
inconvenient.’

She rubbed her eyes. She had never really accepted that Johnny
hadn’t loved her, even though he’d made it quite plain at the end,
just as Lucinda had predicted.

Just what?’ she had whispered, incredulously.
Just that. Fun. Just fun.

‘Fun?’ she snorted. Whatever it was, it had never been that. She
screwed up the kaftan and threw it back in the wardrobe with a
sweep of her arm. ‘Forget him! It wasn’t reall Move on! Move on!’

Picking up her phone she tapped Marc’s number, but it had only
rung twice before she hung up.

She stubbed out her cigarette. She didn’t want to be alone any
more. That was the black hole. She had always thought that love
would seek her out, that one or other of her lovers would be clever
or strong enough to survive her attempts at sabotage... but she had
always left an escape route, and she had always escaped.

She sat back down on the bed. But if she was always going to
escape, then what was the point? She wiped sudden tears from her
eyes. She did want love—rea/ love, not a fantasy.

She wondered whether Lucinda was at home and dialled her
number, but she was directed to an answer-machine. Leaving a
garbled message, she hung up.

Undeterred, she picked up her phone again. Fate could decide
whether or not she’d go to Paris with Theo. She’d ask Marc to meet
her again. “Yes’, and the Chanel suit would stay in the wardrobe
with the burgundy kaftan.

She dialled his number and waited, but there was no answet.



*

But she didn’t have to wait long.

Marc’s letter a few days later was quaintly formal, inviting her to
meet him at his club whenever she found herself free ‘¢o continue
their discourse on Art.

She was amused at his peculiarly archaic turn of phrase. Who on
carth talked about ‘continuing discourse’ in this day and age, unless
they were in a business meeting? Never mind writing an actual
letter. He was undeniably odd, yet here they were.

‘So, you’re a sculptor?’ Patrissia enquired, as he led her through
ornate doors into a huge room furnished with plush red velvet
sofas, antique gold and blue wallpaper and a few discreetly-placed
tables.

‘Of sorts, yes. I mainly do commissions—nothing spectacular. I’ll
get us a drink and tell the waiter we’ll be dining later,” he said,
leaving Patrissia stranded in the middle of the room.

It wasn’t exactly intimate, she was thinking, looking around, but it
would do. Spotting a small table by the fireplace, she made her way
towards it.

*

Marc, returning from the bar, seemed disturbed that she wasn’t
standing where he had left her. She waved, and he frowned as he
retraced his steps. He was followed by a waiter carrying two large
glasses of red wine, which he placed carefully on the club coasters,
making no sound on the thick carpet as he nodded and discreetly
left.

‘You said you knew Rome?’ smiled Patrissia as Marc sat down. ‘Do
you go there often?’

He shook his head. ‘No, not now. I spent a little time there some
years ago, that’s all.” Patrissia hoped that this time he would be
more forthcoming, but he only stared at the bowl of olives that the
waiter had left.



She reached for one in an effort to attract his attention. ‘Was it
work or pleasure?

He picked up his napkin, adjusting the edges until they were
square. ‘I went there to recover from a period of ill-health. I was
working in the East End and—’

‘And you thought that a bit of culture and some warmer weather
would do you good? Personally, I find Rome quite overpowering. I
think I might have chosen somewhere more restful: Siena, perhaps,
or a Greek island.’

‘It was arranged for me, I didn’t have a choice. Actually—’

‘Oh, I see. I thought you might have been attracted there by
something in particular?’

‘No, although there was a...religious element.’

Religious? Oh, God! It’s certainly the place to go for that. Hard to
escape it, in my experience anyway, she laughed. She realised she
was still holding the olive, and put it in her mouth, licking her lips.
‘I was brought up a Catholic, as you might have guessed. Our family
was terribly religious, even for Italians—my father was so strict he’d
genuflect at a crossed wire.”

‘Go on,’ said Marc, leaning forward. ‘Do you still have faith?’

‘It’s hardly the subject for a cosy chat, is it said Patrissia, carefully
smoothing her dress.

‘But surely it’s the subject of subjects, isn’t it, Patrissia? How can
anyone make a decision unless they have chosen their path?’

Patrissia looked at him. He was staring into the small fire that
burned dully in the centre of the fireplace, his hands clasped
together on the table.

‘Does religion interest you, Marc? It’s a touchy subject for most
people, isn’t it? Or just boring.’

I don’t find it so. As a sculptor, I search for the spirit within the
outward form—and what else is religion? It is the search for what

things are as opposed to what they appear to be. Doesn’t that
interest you?’

‘I tend to approach things from the opposite angle,” said Patrissia.
‘What things mean is what I want them to mean. I’'m not saying that
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what I want is a particularly conscious decision, but I look at how
things are and try to relate them to what my art tutor used to call a
‘vision of an ideal’; although that sounds rather pompous to me

>

now.

‘Not at all. These are extraordinary thoughts, and to limit their
expression to mundane forms is self-defeating, is it not? If El Greco
could have written a two-page pamphlet explaining clearly what he
wanted to convey, I doubt he would have bothered spending six
years on a painting.’

‘True, but very few of us have his complexity of insight, let alone
his talent. My ‘vision of an ideal’ is pretty blurry, I'm afraid.” She
paused, intensely aware of his eyes fixed on her. I had a bit of a
crisis at the end of my time at college. There was this sudden feeling
like a balloon going pop, and everything went flat. Until then, I
really thought I was destined to be a painter, discovering the spirit
within, as you put it. But life intervened, and life doesn’t, despite
opinions to the contrary, accommodate ideals that easily.’

Marc was nodding. ‘Oh yes, that’s certainly true.”

T couldn’t be a painter because I, myself, had become blurred.
What I mean is that I realised that the ideals that I thought I had
more-or-less successfully rendered in my work weren’t really mine
at all, but someone else’s. And they weren’t ideals, either.”

Marc stirred at the hint of bitterness in her voice. “What do you
mean?’

‘It wasn’t simply that I hadn’t found my own voice, as they say, it
was more that I couldn’t hear any voice at all.’

‘I see.”

‘It was nothing to do with God,” she continued, T’'d lost faith in
God a lot eatlier. But I suddenly lost faith in e, I didn’t recognise
myself. It had all been a fantasy, but—’

Yes?’
Patrissia, to her surprise and embarrassment, was fighting back

tears. ‘But I couldn’t rid myself of that fantasy.” She tossed her hair
forward over her shoulders and bit the top off another olive.



‘Fantasy?” Marc’s eyes rose to the ceiling, stretching the sinews of
his neck. “That is a judgement post facto, is it not? At the time, the
experience is always real enough, and it is only afterwards, when
experiences are compared—and if you give precedence to anothet’s
experience... but why should you do that? Is there anyone who
knows, who is absolutely trustworthy? Can that be possible, do you
think?’

A deep cleft had appeared on his brow, and, while slightly put out
that he could ignore her apparent distress, Patrissia saw that he
meant it as a genuine question.

‘I don’t know, Marc, I wish I did. As you said yourself, it’s hard to
see how you can know anything if you have no faith in anything,’
she said in a low voice. ‘For myself, I'd lost my faith in pigment,
and any talent I may have had in that direction had become
valueless. But luckily, and I have to say, through no great self-
knowledge, I found where my real talents did lie: in people.’

Patrissia took a few sips of her wine. He seemed to have relaxed,
his voice losing its edginess, and she saw his eyes flit across her
face, slithering down the shaft of hair that tumbled over the tops of
her breasts.

He was clearly interested in her, but it seemed that he had
difficulty in accepting his attraction. Most of the time he managed
to keep his face expressionless, but on occasion it became rigid, as
though some powerful emotion was struggling to break through,
only to be instantly suppressed.

She was intrigued, and leaning forwards, cupped her chin in her
hands for a few seconds, wishing she could bite into him like an
olive and get a taste of what was there.

‘What about you, Marc? Does sculpture satisty you? Have you
found the god in your subjects?” She spoke lightly, but saw his
fingers, gripping his napkin, whiten. He stared at her for a long
moment, his pupils wide. What had she said that scared him so
much?

At last, with obvious effort, he replied, ‘Not yet, Patrissia. But I am
still hopeful.’

‘Perhaps you haven’t found the right subject.” She smiled and lifted
her glass.
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It was the wrong thing to say. His eyes flickering and his breathing
heavier, he leaned forward, palms down on the table as if he was
about to make an announcement or ask a favour. But whatever it
was seemed to stick in his throat like a chicken bone, and he only
managed a husky, Perhaps you’re right’ before subsiding back into
the cushioned chair.

There was a lull, Patrissia still wondering why talking about his art
was so distressing to him. But when he spoke again, she realised
that she’d been on the wrong track.

You say, unless I misunderstand you, that you find God in

peopler’
God.

‘No, I said my zalents lie in people.” She smiled, hoping to divert
the conversation into a less turbulent channel. ‘But I suppose it
amounts to the same thing. One thing I do know is that the
Catholic God is too remote for me, too impersonal. I can’t put my
faith in a God I can’t feel. If someone wants my belief, then they’re
going to have to have a real connection with me, direct, immediate.”

Patrissia smiled her widest smile, knowing that her eyes would
catch gold in the light of the chandeliers above. She sat back and
took a sip of wine.

You’re looking for an epiphany?”” Marc exclaimed, suddenly
animated. ‘Oh yes!” Then, looking somehow relieved, added, ‘then
we have something in common.” It was the first hint that he was
warming towards her, the first admission. ‘But through people?” he
continued, with what seemed like wistful disbelief. ‘How could that
work? People are dishonest, fickle, changeable—the very opposite
of God”’

So that’s it, thought Patrissia. Feeling her spirits rise, she replied
soothingly, “You’re right, I know. All I can say is that sometimes I
get a feeling that if only I could find the right person, then if I
listened hard enough, if I tried hard enough, I might find a
connection that gives me a faste of God, if only a taste.”

She left the invitation lingering in the air and sat back, letting her
eyes drift companionably towards the fire.



*

They finished the first bottle and ordered another to accompany
the meal, but Patrissia couldn’t concentrate on the food, being too
busy wondering what the woman—it must have been a woman—
had done to him. Hoping to get some clue, she asked again about
his work, but he replied in monosyllables, keeping his eyes on his
plate.

He had a peculiar way of eating, separating each morsel of food
before arranging the pieces neatly in rows and eating them in order,
showing no particular pleasure as he methodically lifted each piece
to his mouth. When she asked him if the food was to his taste, he
simply answered that he was grateful for God’s bounty.

The words were mouthed quietly and sombrely, and Patrissia could
see he was quite sincere. She thought of her Paris trip with Theo
the week before, where God’s bounty had been hard to avoid.

God’s bounty. The words fascinated her. Johnny had explained that
‘God’, which he insisted was otherwise just another inexplicable
impulse to an ideal, could be made real by imagination—but only by
that most difficult feat of the imagination known as faith.

‘Faith is true art, Patrissia. 1t is created, not discovered, it cannot be
given or received, it cannot be traded—and it does not fade. If it does,
it is not faith, it is merely hope. Faith hurts, it must be burned into
your soul.

She smiled to herself. How could she have forgotten?

‘And the product of faith is bounty,” he had continued. For those
who have sufficient imagination to truly believe, the reward is
inevitable, and it is real. The world becomes a wonder.

He was speaking of art and its ability to intoxicate, but he might
just as well have been talking about God, or love. The thought
pleased her, and she was about to speak when, to her surprise, she
found that she was enjoying the silence too much to want to break
1t.

Neither ordered dessert and she was about to suggest they return
to their places by the fire when he forestalled her by summoning
the waiter and asking whether more logs could be brought. Then,



after ordering brandies and more wine, he simply stood and moved
behind her chair, waiting for her to rise.

*

Patrissia’s plan for a session of seductive banter seemed to have
been derailed, but she felt untypically content as she watched the
logs that Marc had requested slowly putter into flame.

It must be burned into your soul.

She let her eyelids droop, and allowed herself to sit and enjoy the
warmth and peaceful companionship, letting her thoughts roam as
she had as a girl and again as a student, an artist—mwhich I am, she
insisted to herself. Theo’s words had shaken her mote than she
wanted to admit. What did an artist do when they weren’t doing
their art? She looked at Marc, hunched in his chair. Maybe despair

was all there was.

She was brought back to earth by the sound of the drinks tray
rattling gently beside her. As soon as the waiter had left, Marc
turned to her, his eyes clouded.

“You were speaking of your desire for a—how did you put it? A
direct connection?’

Patrissia nodded, amused at his odd way of flirting with her. So
what if he was a religious nut?

Tm not sure desire is the appropriate word—I save that for
people,” she smiled. ‘But yes, one day I hope that desire will lead to
something greater, to the eternal connection we spoke about,
perhaps.” She paused, reflecting on how much he still reminded her
of St Dominic.

He nodded. ‘T have to say that my own experience of seeking such
a connection didn’t work out well.”

You can’t really expect it to fall into your lap, Marc. Maybe you
should try again. It’s not easy finding the right person. I've tried
joining art groups, philosophy clubs, spiritual meetings, all kinds of
groups—’

T'm not interested in wasting my time debating the existence or
otherwise of God, Patrissia.” he said brusquely. ‘I £7zow that God



exists, but,” the corners of his mouth turned down, Tve lost the
means of reaching Him.’

‘Hmm, I know what you mean.’
‘Do you?’

Patrissia had been cupping the brandy balloon in her hands, and
now she lifted it to her nose, inhaling gently. She felt soft and hazy
and protective of this odd man sitting in his pool of reflected heat.
She took a delicate sip of the liquor, wondering again what the
woman had done—and when.

Lighting a cigarette, she leaned forward, sweeping back her long
hair and letting her necklace hang, the cross glittering in the
firelight.

‘I think so. My problem was that all the groups I mentioned were
focused on pulling me into some prefabricated box, and that's not
what I was after.’

She took another sip of brandy, holding it in her mouth until she
felt her tongue begin to burn, then she raised her head, her smooth
neck taut, savouring the sensation of warmth flowing down her
throat, and continued, ‘I know we’ve barely met, Marc, but I feel
that you’re someone I can confide in. I've lost my way, and I think
you might be able to help me find it again.’

‘I can’t do that, Patrissia.’

He suddenly looked almost frightened, and she brought her eyes
level with his, reassuring him in a low, calm voice, ‘All I mean is—
you say you've tried looking for this connection—I know, I know,
‘Seek and ye shall find’, and all that. But that’s not actually the way it
works, is it? If it was, one of us would have found it by now,
surely?’

‘What are you getting at?’

Patrissia realised she had started to babble, and took a breath. ‘1
was just thinking that we might be able to help each other.’

Her head was buzzing now as she remembered what it was like to
discuss big themes, as Johnny had called them, sarcastically. It was
certainly true that she needed to find some way out of her current



situation which, when she allowed herself to think about it, was
quite desperate.

‘Look, Marc, it’s so nice talking to you like this, it’s quite thrown
me.” She laughed quietly. ‘I wasn’t going to mention it, but what
we’ve been discussing—I don’t know, see what you think.’

Stubbing out her cigarette, she lit another and passed it to him
before taking one for herself. ‘I was thinking about setting up a
group of my own to discuss things like this. Would you be
interested in joining me? You said you’d had experience, and I'd be
very grateful. I get such a good feeling between us—maybe together
we could make it work.’

The light in the room was low, and watching the wood flames lick
and leap, Patrissia felt stirred for the first time in many years. It was
right they were there, that chance and luck—and she was willing to
accept, fate too—were, for once, on her side. Marc, too, seemed to
have relaxed again, absorbing her words.

She went on, ‘I had in mind something like a group confrontation—
people talking about their own real lives, the ones they live alone,
inside. The ones they don’t like talking about. What makes them
feel connected. And the reverse, of course: what makes them feel so
alone.’

I could tell you that right now, and I know you’d understand because
I can see it in you, too, Marc. 1t’s selfishness and fear, just selfishness
and fear. 1t's built in, and the answer is faith, I know that too. But 1
need to know if it’s possible to be faithful and free. I need to find a
way. And 1 think you do, too.

‘Will you help me, Marc?’

To her surprise, he answered immediately, looking almost grateful.

T suppose that might be possible. It would require an unusual
degree of honesty, though, don’t you think?”” He paused,
considering. ‘Although perhaps there are methods available...’

Patrissia wondered what methods he had in mind. But it didn’t
matter, did it? Suddenly, she felt warmed by the prospective
pleasure of a shared project with him. He had s«ch intensity.

A shiver went through her. ‘So what do you think?’ she said
quietly, smoothing her skirt and watching his eyes follow her hands



back into her lap. ‘Are you willing to give it a go with me? It could
be fun.’

‘Fun?’ His head jerked up, his forehead furrowed. ‘I don’t know.’

She smiled her best reassuring smile. “‘Why don’t you think about
it? I’ll ask around—there’s one or two people I know who might be
interested.”

‘Well, if you think you could organise it. But I don’t want strangers
in my house.’

‘Of course not, neither do I. We’d have to hire somewhere, but
I'm willing to sub it for a while. I'm sure we could find something
suitable—maybe a church hall, do you think? She held up her
empty glass. ‘I think this deserves a toast. Shall we order a bottle of
champagne?’

‘Oh, yes.” He looked at his watch, then glanced behind her and
nodded. The silent waiter appeared. ‘A bottle of the club
champagne, please.’

‘I have to say that when you invited me here, I was expecting—
well, you know, the usual routine.” Patrissia spoke slowly and
carefully. ‘But it seems to be turning into something more...real’
She turned the full intensity of her eyes on him. ‘Do you feel
anything like that?’

He looked away, and for a moment Patrissia thought she had
miscalculated. She drained the last of her brandy and sat back to
wait. Several times he appeared to be about to speak, jerking his
head towards her, but whatever was holding him back was too
strong.

That’s a damned bony chicken. Perbaps it’s a dove.

*

She remembered very little else of the evening, except that she had
done most of the talking. The few times she tried to draw him out
again about his time in Rome he quickly changed the subject. Apart
from the God business, his only interest seemed to be in art. There
was no mention of family or friends, and he didn’t appear to know
anything of the events and ideas that daily compelled her attention.
Wars, trends, people, society—nothing seemed to impinge upon
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him. She had never met anyone who appeared to be so completely
isolated from life, and yet so intensely keen on divining its mystery.

But in spite of everything, Patrissia felt surprisingly comfortable
with him. He made no attempt to impress her, or even to find out
about her, listening neutrally when she spoke about her job and life,
with only the occasional nod or fleeting smile. When she tried to
flirt with him, he ignored her. His indifference, like Johnny’s
pointed self-absorption, was at once intoxicating and freeing.

In the cab home, they sat in the back, not touching, both silent,
Patrissia assuming that it was part of the usual preliminaries, the
pause before permissions were asked and given. Unable to believe
that his reluctance was genuine, she was surprised when, arriving
outside her house, he declined her two insistent offers of coffee and
wished her a good night from the taxi window.



A direct path

Marc’s refusal of a nightcap held Patrissia enthralled periodically
for much of the following morning, every so often bringing the
faintest of smiles to her lips.

She had woken early after a restless night, and, tempted to cancel
her clients and take the day off work, she had thrown on a pair of
old jeans and a loose shirt, and had almost fallen down the stairs in
her eagerness to check her phone.

But there were only a couple of reminders from her secretary
about her mid-day meeting. Nothing from Marc.

Impatient to get on with the flyer for the meetings she had already
outlined in her head, she filled the coffee machine, pushed aside the
pile of work brochures, opened her sketchpad and wrote ‘Direct
Path’ in large capitals before sitting back and lighting a cigarette.

There would be problems, no doubt, but she was so high on
anticipation that everything seemed solvable.

*

Suddenly startled by her beeping phone, Patrissia was alarmed to
see that an hour had passed, and hastily finished scrawling the
cross-hatching on the face she had drawn, Marc’s face. She had
made it even longer than it had seemed in front of the shadowy fire,
emphasising his hollow cheeks and the stubble that gave substance
to his thin jaw. The eyes were hooded and set so deep she might
have gouged them into the weave of the paper. The face spoke to
her of suspicion and suffering, of disappointment and disapproval,
but the strongest impression was of exhausted struggle and yearning
for release.

There is only one subject for an artist, Patrissia. Every brushstroke,
every slip, every piece, is a judgement of yourself. Look well, for great
art is God’s judgement.

She sat back. Damn Johnny and his glib pronouncements.

The message was from her secretary. She had booked the
restaurant, the clients were looking forward to meeting her—It



seemed that there was to be no escaping work today. Roughly
stuffing the brochures into her work satchel, Patrissia glanced at her

sketch and sniffed.

Checking the time again, she pulled off her jeans and shirt, tossed
them in the corner with last night’s stockings and bra, and ran
upstairs to her bedroom in a slight panic. Without thinking, she
slipped into the newly-pressed Chanel suit and some heels that
seemed to match.

Stopping in front of the hall mirror, she brushed a few stray hairs
back into line and pulled at the suit: there were definite hints that
the body beneath had been tinkered with after its tailoring.

She fingered the necklace at her throat, the rosary that Theo had
insulted, the one part of Claudia she could still hold on to. It was
true, she thought, as she dabbed her lips with a ruby gloss, her
fantasies of living the imaginative life had been just that, fantasies.
She had talent, but she couldn’t allow herself to paint because she
didn’t want others to know her. She knew what God’s judgement of
her would be.

She leaned closer to the mirror, searching her face for a spark of
hope, but the light in her eyes was as deeply buried as Marc’s in her
drawing. She took a deep breath. She was weak and selfish, but so
what? She would not give up yet, neither on him nor on herself.

*

The clients hadn’t been too awful in the end, and Patrissia had
spent a satisfactory couple of minutes with her boss after the
meeting being flattered about her handling of the presentation.

But the exultation of success no longer touched her, and she had
become more and more agitated until, finally she had had to invent
an excuse to leave. Then, rushing for a cab while checking her
phone for a message from Marc, she had tripped and broken a heel.
He still hadn’t contacted her, and she had kicked the heel into the
gutter, swearing volubly and loudly in filthy Italian.

The cabbie was slow, the traffic was bad, and it was seven o’clock
before she burst at last through her front door and kicked her



broken shoe under the hall table, only to hear the familiar sound of
Theo’s voice coming from her living room.

Her heart sinking, she dropped her satchel with a clatter and went
to lean against the doorway. He was gesticulating into his phone,
and seeing her, put a hand over the mouthpiece, his finger to his lip.

‘What’s up? Had a bad day?’

‘No, why?” She lit a cigarette.

“You’ve got that look in your eye.’

T just didn’t expect you tonight.”

‘T’'ve made us a nice chilli. Just give me a minute.”

Flicking ash into his empty cup, Patrissia nodded and turned
towards the kitchen.

He joined her five minutes later, waving his phone, ‘T’'ve got great
news—we’ve hooked him.” He grinned. “Yeah! Weve gotta
celebrate this—’

‘T’'m tired, Theo.

He didn’t seem to hear her, and, sitting wide-legged on the edge of
a chair, he leaned forward and began tapping rapidly on his
humming laptop. ‘Never mind the chilli, let’s—’

T'm not that hungry either,” she said, staring at his smooth, unlined
forehead, spotless shirt-collar, and over-gelled chestnut hair.

He didn’t even look up. ‘OK, I've got business to do anyway. Can
you see if there’s any rice?’

She felt the familiar pulse in her temple begin to throb. ‘Sure. I’ll
do it, shall I?

Wishing he would hurry up and go, she barely touched the meal,
reliving the previous evening with Marc as Theo talked relentlessly
about Paris and his prospect, who apparently had now invited them
to New York to discuss strategy.

The meal ended, it did not take her long to persuade him that she
needed a night to herself, and, irritated, he left before they even had
coffee, gathering his phone and laptop and giving her a reproachful
kiss which she wiped off her lips as soon as she had seen him out.



Returning to the kitchen, she gathered up the plates and scraped
them into the bin along with the contents of the half-full saucepans.

Theo wanted her, but she didn’t want him. She wanted Marc, but
did he want her? She couldn’t shift a nagging doubt about his
reluctance that made her feel he was hiding something serious. Was
there someone else?

And why did she want him? She shook her head.



Dirty work

Roy put the kettle on, getting a whiff of his armpits as he sat
heavily on the kitchen chair. Grimacing as he relaxed his aching
shoulders, he told himself he’d have to have a shower before he
went to bed.

While he slumped waiting for the kettle, he thought again about
the last job and the luck he’d had. He could hardly believe it.

He had been finishing off an office clearance in the city. It had
been a hard day and he was tired. Contemplating yet another run to
the warehouse in the Transit, he’d spotted someone parking their
4x4 next to a skip. Looking for a break, he’d wandered over and
told the driver that the skip lorry was due, and that his car might get
a clunk if the fellas loading up weren’t as careful as they should be
—which they usually weren’t, he warned.

The bloke had thanked him, moving his car to a safer spot that
Roy had pointed out. A moment later he’d come back over to the
Transit.

‘Just say no if it’s not your thing,” he’d said in a friendly voice, ‘but
I’m a bit pressed for time and I promised the wife Id take the car in
for a wash and valet. Are you interested? I could pay you cash?’

Roy found himself mumbling, “Yeah, OK mate, no problem. I'm
nearly done ’ere’

“You’re one in a million, my friend,” the man had laughed, slapping
Roy’s shoulder. Jamie’s the name. I've got a bit of business to sort
out in there,” he said, pointing vaguely towards the office block, ‘but
it shouldn’t take too long. How much time d’you need? Couple of
hours do it?’

Roy nodded. ‘Jus’ got another load to deliver, then I’ll get onto it.”
‘Good man,’ said Jamie, looking at his watch. ‘See you at six.”

‘Nice one,” Roy told himself, watching Jamie lope off fiddling with
his phone, and wondering how much he should ask. Twenty would
do, he decided.

The 4x4 had been immaculate outside, and Roy had been
concerned that the wash and polish he’d inflicted on its shiny black



paintwork had made it look dirtier rather than cleaner. The
passenger-side footwell had been a bit pongy though, and it had
taken some doing to clear it properly. But he had finished it all, and
was just scooping out some used tissues and other rubbish from
underneath the seats when Jamie had returned, waving a wad of
fivers.

‘Excellent stuff—thanks a lot, er...?
‘Roy.’

‘Well, cheers Roy, you saved me a right ear-bashing,’ he’d
guffawed as he pressed at least six fivers into his hand. Roy was
about to protest when the bloke looked at his watch, and added,
‘Fancy a pint?’

He would have refused, but feeling guilty about taking so much for
the job, he gave in to Jamie’s good-natured insistence. It made a
change, anyway, not going to the pub by himself.

*

He was glad he’d given in. After a couple of pints he’d realised that
Jamie was just another bloke—obviously well-off and full of
himself, for sure, but amusing for all that. He certainly had a way
with the ladies. They’d only been in the pub ten minutes when he’d
got the barmaid’s number. Roy thought he’d said he was married.

“You live round ’ere then?’

‘Ladbroke Grove. Doesn’t do to shit in your own back yard now,
does it?” Jamie had grinned, his blue eyes shining. “You really did me
a favour today. Had a girl chuck up in the passenger footwell
yesterday and I haven’t been able to take the car home.’

‘Oh. What, like a girlfriend?’

Jamie had laughed and ordered them both one for the road before
asking how business was going. “You’re a hard worker, Roy, you
must be making a bit.”

Without thinking, Roy had replied, ‘Not really. Clearances don’t
pay much. It'd be different if I ’ad a proper van, a seven-an’-half
tonner. With a tail-lift. Then I could do proper removals.’



Jamie had looked thoughtful for a second, taking in Roy’s
threadbare jumper and worn boots, and then swivelled round on his
bar stool with a grin. ‘I might just happen to know where I can
procure you such a beast, my friend. Leave it to me—a beast you
shall havel’

Then he’d given Roy his card and told him to call at the weekend,
when he should have some good news. ‘I can’t guarantee it, mate,
but I know some people who owe me a favour. Chin upl’

Roy was brought round from his daydream by a gruff voice
through the letterbox.

‘Oy, Roy! Giss ’and wiv the bin, wouldya, darlin’?

He got to his feet and went out to help old Mrs Hullit wheel her
black bin into its habitual spot in front of her kitchen window, ‘In
case they nick it} she had told him, tapping her nose
conspiratorially.

He caught another whiff of himself as he strolled back down the
steps to his basement flat. Not only did his armpits still stink, but
now his fingers were covered in something that felt like tar but
smelt like kippers. He wondered whether to have the shower now,
in case he met Sian at the supermarket.

Sian lived in one of the other flats. They often passed each other in
the supermarket after work. He had offered her a lift back a few
times, which she had accepted gratefully. She had even invited him
in for a cup of tea once, and they’d had a nice chat.

She didn’t seem that happy, he thought. She was quite fussy too,
and had made him take his boots off even though they weren’t
dirty, and was always dropping hints about how grubby his clothes
were, but what did she expect? He did dirty work, didn’t he?

He opened his fridge. There were a couple of sausages and eggs
left over from the day before. He lifted out the carton of milk and
shook it. It was almost empty, but he could drink his tea without
milk if he had to, as long as there was sugar.

No need for shopping, then. No need for a shower either if he

wasn’t going to see anyone. Grunting, he put the kettle on and
settling in his armchair, opened his paper to see if there was
anything on TV.



A good life

“You never listen to me, do you, Trisha?’ Lucinda poured the tea.
‘What d’you mean?’
‘I told you that you and Theo wouldn’t last.”

Patrissia took out her cigarettes. ‘But you’ve said that about every
man I’ve been with. And you only met him once.’

‘Once was enough to know why he was with you.”
‘Which was?’

‘Arm candy.” Lucinda chuckled. “You ought to be flattered, at your

>

age.
Patrissia reached for a cigarette. ‘I bet he’ll want the suit back.’
‘What, the Chanel? It’s too small anyway, isn’t it?’

Patrissia blew out a cloud of smoke. ‘He’s welcome to it. It makes
me feel like an estate agent.’

Lucinda nodded slowly. ‘So, when did all this happen? What did
you say to him?’

Patrissia grimaced.
“You’ve f0/d him it’s over, haven’t your’

‘Not in so many words. We had another row the other night and I
said I needed some space. I’'m hoping he’ll get the hint.’

‘He won’t, Trisha. Just tell him.’
‘I suppose you’re right.”

They both took sips of tea, Lucinda licking her lips slowly and
dabbing her chin with the napkin, refolding it neatly by her plate.
‘T’'m surprised it lasted so long.”

‘Why??

“You forget, I've watched your shenanigans for twenty years.” The
smile was strained. “‘Who’s his replacement?’

Patrissia laughed weakly. “‘What makes you think there’s anyone
else?’



‘There always is, isn’t there?’

Patrissia took a sharp drag of her cigarette. She couldn’t deny it.
But she hadn’t come to hear Lucinda catalogue her defects.

‘Lu, I hope you don’t mind me asking, but what’s it like being
married to Jamie?’

There was a long pause before Lucinda answered. “Why’re you so
interested, suddenly?’

‘What d’you mean?’

“You’ve never asked me about my life in all the years I've known
you. I mean, I tell you things, of course, but you don’t really listen,
do you?” Her smile was still there, but it had cooled. “What are my
children called?”’

‘Sarah and Daisy?’

‘Zara, with a zed. You see? But why are you asking about Jamie?
Or are you asking about marriage?’

Patrissia felt her face redden and took a deep breath. ‘I was just
wondering if you were happy? You always seem so cheerful and
serene, but are you? What with Zara and her problems, and Jamie’s
affairs—’

“Zara is my daughter, Trisha. I love her with all my heart, and it’s
my job to look after her. I do so willingly.” Lucinda’s smile had
disappeared.

“Yes, of course. I didn’t mean to imply anything—’

T'm sorry.” Lucinda reached across and touched Patrissia’s hand
lightly. ‘I shouldn’t have snapped at you like that. The truth is, it
does get me down sometimes. But those are the cards I've been
dealt, and I can’t complain, really. I have a good life.’

‘So you’re not bothered by Jamie’s affairs? You can’t still love him,
surely?’

‘Still? I’m not sure I ever did.’

Patrissia leaned forward on her elbows. ‘You mean you gave up
your freedom to be with someone you didn’t even love?’

‘Oh, Trisha, how wonderful it must be to be so idealistic!” Lucinda
smiled, shaking her head. ‘Freedom? Love? Oh, 1 know we all talk



about them as if they’re everything, but really, when it comes down
to it, do they matter that much? What did I do with my freedon:?
What have you done with yours?’

‘That’s not the point—’

‘No? Then what 75 the point? I could understand it if you were
content, but just listen to yourself. You wanted to know if I'm
happy, but are yox? 1 don’t think you’ve been happy since I met
you.” She took another sip of tea, her eyes cool. ‘And I don’t think
you’ve ever been in love, either—at least, not what I’d call love. All
those men you’ve had, and none of them respected you, not one of
them really cared about you, nor you them. Tell me that’s not true.”

There was a long silence.
Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

Patrissia was staring at her reflection in the window, tears welling
up in her eyes. I don’t know what’s happening to me, Lu. I'm so
tired of struggling, I keep wishing the ground would swallow me
up.” Tasting salt on her lips, she licked them, then dabbed her eyes.
1 try so hard.

“Trisha, don’t take this the wrong way, but have you ever tried
considering other people for a change?’

T know, 1 know. But I feel so resentful, Lu, so frustrated. 1 know
I’'m selfish, but so is everyone. Well, not everyone, I mean—’

‘What?’
‘Theo, Johnny, the others. They all had their angles.”

Lucinda sighed. “Well, you do seem to deliberately go all out for
problem cases, idiots, obsessives—It’s quite scary when you bring a
new man round. I don’t know whether to put the riot squad on alert
or just hide the knives.’

They both laughed, but Patrissia could feel an ache in her throat,
and saw something she couldn’t define in Lucinda’s eyes.

‘I know,” she said, her voice wavering, ‘but what can I do? They’re
obviously the ones I'm attracted to.’

Lucinda passed her a tissue. “You could always try thinking more
than five minutes ahead,” she said, her voice quiet and serious. ‘I
know committing yourself is adult and bowurgeois, Trisha, and I know
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how you hate being thought bowurgeois, but perhaps it’s time to
consider settling down, wouldn’t you say? You’re not a student any
more.’

Patrissia sniffed. “That’s what Theo said to me.’

‘Well, he’s right. You never know, sticking around for the long
term could be an answer. There might be other answers, but what’s
the chances of finding them? It’s not as though you haven’t
experimented.’

‘So you think I should give in?’

‘Give in? What an odd thing to say. Not if that’s how you think of
it, no. And please, not for Theo! But I do think you might take
some responsibility for your own happiness, Trisha. Why not accept
what’s there rather than continually comparing it to what you want?
You demand the impossible without promising anything in return.
I’'m sorry to sound so judgemental, but the way you are, you don’t
value anything, it seems to me. And detachment might be fine for a
Buddhist monk, but it doesn’t make for a fulfilling life on #his
planet.’

‘T don’t want to be detached any more, Lu. I want to find someone
to love, and who loves me.’

‘Of course you do,” Lucinda said emphatically. ‘Real, genuine love
is worth giving up a lot for, but—’

‘What would yox give up, Lu?’

‘What??

“You just said love is worth giving up a lot for. I'm asking what ‘a
lot” might cover?’

There was a crash from the conservatory, and then the sound of
crying.

Lucinda jumped up. ‘Sorry, Trisha—that had better not be my
vase.” She hurried inside, leaving Patrissia on the terrace holding the
screwed-up tissue.

Zara’s wailing grew louder, then Patrissia could hear soothing
murmurs, no actual words, just the gentle sound of a voice and bits
of pottery being brushed across the floor. Then there was a giggle,
and a few minutes later, Lucinda returned, Zara sitting on her hip,



her head buried under her hair, looking out at Patrissia with a big
brown eye. She smiled.

*

Jamie softly clicked the front door shut, and turning, heard
Lucinda in the kitchen filling the dishwasher. The hall clock showed
ten. Arranging his face into a smile, he dropped his coat on the
hallway chair and padded towards her to deliver his customary bear-
hug.

She turned her cheek to his lips. ‘Hello, Jamie. The girls were
asking for you. Zara wanted Angry Arthur—she says you read it
better than me.” With a sniff, she clattered the cutlery basket into its
slot and disappeared into the sitting room.

Relinquishing the smile, Jamie went to the fridge and taking out a
half-empty bottle, poured himself a glass of wine.

Just the perfunctory lecture tonight, thank God.

He downed half the glass and refilled it before going to join his
wife. She was curled in her armchair, her skirt folded around her
knees, hugging a tumbler of red wine against her chest.

T'm almost tempted to say that it’s nice to see you,” she said as he
entered, and stirring her wine with a finger, continued, “You’re
rarely here lately.”

Bugger, 1 was wrong. It looks like I'm in for the extended version.

Jamie looked into the large mirror hung over the glowing fireplace
and raised his eyebrows theatrically. ‘Oh?” he said. ‘Well, it’s a busy
time of year.’

‘The girls are always asking when you’ll be home.” His wife’s voice
was thin and hard. “They’re in bed by eight, Jamie, you know that.
Just once in a while, just once—’

T know, I know.” Jamie clinked down his glass on the mantelpiece
and turned towards her. ‘God! I mean, I wish I could be.’

Lucinda looked straight into his face, her pale blue eyes icy.
‘Jamie, what’s going on?’

‘What d’you mean?’



‘Are you having another atfair?” Her tone was resigned, almost

bored.
He turned back to the fire. ‘I am so offended by that.’

‘Are your’ responded Lucinda to his back, her voice higher. ‘Oh,
are you really?’

Yes. I am.’
“Yes,” she said, sniffing, ‘no doubt you are, Jamie.’

Sighing, he took up his glass and emptied half of it, standing for a
moment in front of the photos of his children arranged beneath the
mirror. He turned to face her.

‘Now hang on! Calm down, Lucinda, you £#zow I'm not having an
affair. I mean, it’s bloody ludicrous! Jesus!’

“Then who,” Lucinda demanded, ‘is Beatrice?’

His hand instinctively touching his jacket pocket as if locked in a
slow motion sequence, Jamie squinted at his wife. ‘Who?’

‘Beatrice,” she said again.

‘I don’t think I know anyone called—what did you say her name
was?’

‘Jamie, you’re such a bad liar” Lucinda stood up. T’'m going to

bed.’

He listened for the quiet pad of her feet going upstairs. He listened
for the sound of the medicine cabinet sliding shut. He listened for a
long time, resigned to the click of the bedroom door, the tight, hard
cocoon of bed sheets wrapped around her, the ferocious armoury
of legs, elbows, shoulders that protected her from his touch.

Well, fuck yon.

Taking out his phone, he re-read Beatrice’s last apologetic
message, asking forgiveness for messing up his car. With a sigh he
deleted her and her messages, and subsiding into Lucinda’s vacated,
scented, chair, slowly thumbed through his contact list.



Cracks and schisms

Marc saw the letter as soon as he walked in the door. It had fallen
in the centre of the doormat, his name and address written across
the middle in Secundus’ old-fashioned clerical hand. The name
grated on him today: Ignatius. Why did Secundus persist in
addressing him in this way? Was he really still that man?

His impatience to hear from his old mentor had caused him
several sleepless nights, as had Patrissia’s text message, the day after
their dinner at his club, suggesting that they should meet again
soon. He had been tempted to answer, but he knew he had to wait.

He picked up the envelope, his heart clattering.

My dear Ignatins,

I shall be honest: the subject of your last letter gave me
grave cause for concern, since, by coincidence, I was
recently visited by one of the Vecchia family. Clandia
Vecchia’s daughter came to me seeking news of her
mother, which of counrse could not be given her.

For many years I earnestly prayed for your eventual
return to spiritual health but, finally, 1 have come to
understand that your recovery is out of my hands and
whatever events befall you, we must both accept each one
as a manifestation of God’s will for you. Therefore,
reluctantly, and after much prayer, 1 arranged that she
be given your address. Her name is Ciara.

With a shallow cough, Marc let the letter drop onto his desk, his
breath escaping with a soft hiss. Then, peering at the angled italic
script as if it had suddenly become indecipherable, he read on, his
hands shaking:

And now, in answer to your question. Clandia has only
one other living blood relative, apart from her father: her
younger sister, Patrissia.



He had already guessed who she must be, yet he could hardly
breathe now for knowing. He let his eyes skim over the final
paragraph.

There are no coincidences in the Kingdom of God,
Ignatins, but only youn can discern His will in putting
this woman in your path. Pray wisely—the Lord is
always with yon, no matter how treacherons and painful
your way may seem to be. I too shall pray for you, that
you at least do her no harm.

Secundus

Fumbling a cigarette out of the packet, Marc stood up and held it
unlit between his lips as he re-read the letter several times, his hands
clammy. Secundus had told him what he’d asked, but he wished he
knew none of it.

The cigarette sparked as he finally lit it and inhaled deeply, sour
smoke escaping at the corners of his mouth. He repeated Secundus’
wotds: “The Lord is always with you, no matter how painful your way
may seem to be’.

He had to see Patrissia again, but did he have to tell her who he
was and what he’d done? Must he confess to her? It was certainly a
test, not of his faith, but of his willingness to trust without faith, to
be alone in his doubt and fear.

He looked up, searching the dingy walls for clues, and then going
over to the bookcase, he ran a finger gently along the spines, lifting
a small leather-bound volume out carefully. Cradling it for a
moment with his eyes closed, he opened it at random.

But first I want you to look at the
bridge of My only-begotten Son, and
notice its greatness. Look! It stretches
from heaven to earth, joining the earth

of your humanity with the greatness
of the Godhead. This is what I mean



when I say it stretches from heaven to
earth through My union with

humanity.

Again, the same passage. Closing the book, he held it like an
offering, spine down, and slowly opened his hands. The pages
stayed clumped together, revealing the message written inside the
marbled cover in a neat schoolgirl hand. For my devoted lover...

He felt his heart begin to race as those last days with Claudia rose
up in his mind—the terrible realisation that he was in love with her,
her father’s discovery of their affair, and his humiliating and
crushing expulsion from the Order.

His exile.

Reaching into the top drawer of his desk, he took out a dog-eared
sketchbook and flicked through the smudged charcoal images.

He studied the last sketch, letting his eyes follow the lines of Sally’s
bound arms and hands, spotted red beneath a spiky wrapping that
might have been barbed wire.

‘What do you get out of this?’, she had asked him, more than once.
He shook his head and turned the page.

*

The phone rang.

‘Hi, Marc, it’s Patrissia. Listen, I’ve been working on that flyer I
promised.’

‘What flyer?”
‘Don’t you remember? We talked about it at your club last week.”
(NO_’

‘I suppose we’d had a bit to drink by then.” She laughed. ‘But never
mind, I’'ve made a start and I wondered if you wanted to meet
somewhere to discuss the next step?’

T’'m very busy, but—’



‘Good. My train’s just getting in to Paddington. Why don’t we say
Kensington Gardens in an hour—It’s such a lovely day.’

In the pause that followed, she imagined him staring at his desk,
arranging the pens and paper into Mondriaan objects, trying to find
an excuse, and added, “There’s no time like the present. I'll jump in
a cab and meet you by the fountain. OK?’

‘Er, yes, that will be fine.’

*

Patrissia lay her coat on the grass, and, pulling up her knitted dress,
sat and then stretched out, enjoying the feel of the sun on her legs.

She hadn’t written much more than the title of the flyer, but it
wouldn’t take long, and anyway she didn’t want to give Marc an
opportunity to discuss it. She knew what he would be like.

But she had been busy, and had found a venue for their first
meeting, an old industrial unit in a semi-converted warehouse
overlooking the river. It had lovely views, and she had taken some
photos.

She smiled at herself. When she’d first thought of the discussion
group it was only as a necessary part of Marc’s seduction, but once
she’d started on the flyer, the success of this odd project had
unexpectedly gripped her, and, phoning a couple of agencies, she’d
spent an interesting afternoon traipsing around several quite
unsuitable and unaffordable buildings before chancing on the one
she’d mentioned to Marc.

As soon as she had entered, she had known it was the one. Bare
except for stacks of new padded chairs and a couple of large
beechwood tables, the feeling of space and light had overwhelmed
her with memories of the painting studio at college. She’d stood in
front of the huge window looking over the river, her head flooded
with voices discussing Art and God, the real and the impression,
form and meaning. And rising above the other voices was Johnny’s
in full flow, reducing the whirlwind world to calm and limpid
abstractions, understandable and containable.



Suddenly feeling chilly, Patrissia pulled her dress back down and
checked her phone for messages, but there were none. Irritated, she
tapped in Marc’s number.

‘Marc? It’s Patrissia. Where are you?’

‘Ah. Sorry, I stopped off to settle a bill, and—’
‘Marc, where are your’

‘Portobello Road, the Elgin. You know it?’

You were supposed to meet me—Oh, never mind. Stay where
you are and I'll get a cab. Won’t be long.’

*

Marc was sitting at the bar, picking at a bowl of nuts. There was a
half-empty bottle of wine on the beermat and a fug of smoke
around him. He’d obviously been there some time. She touched his
shoulder.

“You look comfortable.’

‘Oh, hello. Yes, I had a few things to sort out. Were you waiting
long?’

She sat on the bar stool next to him and opened her bag. ‘Long
enough to appreciate a drink.’

‘Oh, yes, of course. What would you like?’

‘A glass of red would be fine. Anyway, have a look at these.” She
put the photos of the views from the warehouse unit in front of
him. He stared at the top one.

‘What’s this?’
‘It’s the venue for the first meeting.’

“You didn’t mention that you were looking at venues already—A
flyer, you said.”

“There’s no point in hanging around, is there? What d’you think?’
‘Where is it? It looks expensive,” he said reluctantly.

‘The new development down by the river.” She turned up her
enthusiasm a notch. ‘It’s perfect—Just look at the views!’



‘What has the view got to do with it?” He looked genuinely
perplexed. ‘We’re not hosting a river tour, Patrissia, the view is
irrelevant.’

‘Oh,’ said Patrissia, a momentary stab of frustration sharpening her
wortds. ‘Don’t you like it?’

It’s not what you said at all, no. I thought you mentioned a
church?’ He passed the barman a ten-pound note. ‘Another bottle
please, Roger.

‘Let’s go and sit over there, shall wer?” she suggested, touching his
hand. ‘It’ll be more comfortable.’

A flash of anxiety passed over his face as he followed her gaze, but
rapidly collecting himself, he picked up his cigarettes and followed
her to the corner sofa where she had already set down their drinks.

‘So, a church or chapel, or something like that?’ she said, sitting
and patting the seat beside her.

Marc, having avoided looking directly at her up to then, suddenly
met her eyes. Yes, that would be better,” he said guardedly, as he sat
at the end of the sofa away from her. His eyes were hazy, their
darkness lifted by scattered reflections from the lights overhead.

Patrissia waited patiently, watching the lines on his forehead
deepen. Surely he would start to open up now?

But she was disappointed. Instead of thanking her or continuing
the discussion, he leaned forward to refill their glasses, his eyes
hooded.

“You know I’'m not here just because I want to set up meetings,
don’t you, Marc?” She found herself smiling, and tucking her hair
behind her ear, fingered her earring. ‘I mean, if that’s all you want,
that’s OK, but I’d like to know.’

He stayed hunched forward. ‘You’re an attractive woman,
Patrissia, but perhaps, for now,” he muttered almost inaudibly, ‘we
should concentrate on getting this group or fellowship or whatever
you want to call it, set up before we start anything more...” He
petered out, and reached for a cigarette, although there was one
already fuming in the ashtray.



Patrissia saw that his hand was trembling, and smiled through her
chagrin, wondering again what he was keeping from her. ‘OK,
Marc, that’s fine. We’ll just see what happens, shall wer’

*

When they left two hours later, Marc had to stop in the doorway
of the pub to get his bearings. Patrissia linked her arm through his,
and kept him steady as they made their way up the street.

Is it far to your place?’
‘No, just around the corner.’

She was already used to his ways, and they continued in silence
until they reached a crescent of tall Victorian houses.

“Yes, well. This is me—Goodbye, Patrissia.” He disengaged his arm
awkwardly, then dropped the door key while fumbling it out of his
pocket.

She picked it up and moved close to him, raising her lips to his
cheek. Tll call you when I've found a better venue.” Then, pulling
his head down she pressed into him, feeling his warmth. He smelled
of wine and cigarettes, and the sweet scent grew stronger as their
mouths met.

Feeling his arms rise and encircle her, she helped him negotiate the
threshold and they entered the house.

*

The sound of a car horn woke her, and lazily remembering his
warmth the night before, Patrissia stretched her arm across the bed
to feel it again, but he was gone.

Lying still, she listened for him, but the house was silent, and
feeling vaguely unwelcome, she rose and dressed quickly.

Picking up her dress from the chair beside the dirty window, she
wondered if he chose to live like he did deliberately, or if it was just
that he couldn’t be bothered. The house was almost a parody of
neglectful bachelorhood—a dismantled iron bedstead stood against
one wall of the bedroom looking as if it had just broken one day



and he had simply dragged the mattress onto the bare black boards
and used that.

There was no note in the kitchen, and no sign that Marc had been
in there that morning,.

Wondering if she should leave, she turned her phone on and
checked it for messages, but there were none, not even from Theo,
who normally made a point of keeping her informed of his
whereabouts, and frequently complained when she did not.

‘What'’s the point, Theo? We don’t see each other for days. You can
always call me if you want to know where I am.’

T guess so.”

She checked her phone again. It was eleven-thirty. Unwilling to
speculate why Marc had disappeared, she made a pot of coffee and,
filling a large mug she found in a dusty cupboard, she took it into
the garden and stood for a moment in the morning sun, enjoying its
warmth.

The garden was large and unkempt, and, she saw with pleasure,
surrounded by a high brick wall. Straggling trees and swathes of ivy
contributed to its air of neglect. An enormous willow shaded the far
corner, a rusty wrought-iron table almost invisible beneath its
canopy.

But what held her attention was a life-sized grey-green figure that
had been placed in front of a big old, much repaired, shed. The
sinewy stone looked almost wet in the light, and she went closer to
study it.

She recognised it as a version of Pan, but rather than the usual
sentimental fantasy, its features were greasily effeminate, almost
sweaty, and there was a self-satisfied brutality about the expression
itself which suggested that the inebriate man of the woods could be
less than genial if crossed. It could be the face of a young Nero or
Caligula, she thought, as she ran her hands along the slim but
muscular shoulders and arms.

Forcing herself not to think about where Marc had got to, she
uprooted an old kitchen chair from under the tree and setting it
down by the back door, she sat and lit a cigarette.



If she made a few calls now, she might be able to surprise him
when he returned. If a church was what he wanted for his meetings,
she would get one for him.

*

‘Hello Marc? Where did you run off to this morning? I waited, but
when you hadn’t turned up by one...’

‘Sorry. I had some work to do.”

‘Oh, well. Are you free tomorrow? I’d like you to come and see a
chapel I've found. It’s quite near, and we needn’t be there long.’

‘Chapel?’

‘For the meetings, remember? I’ve been busy too.’
‘Oh, yes, of course.’

Tl come and pick you up. Is ten OK?’

‘Ten will be fine, yes. Thank you, Patrissia. Excuse me, I have to
get on. Goodnight.’

‘Bye Marc. See you tomorrow at ten.’

That was just his way, she told herself as she put the phone down
and folded her legs under her on the sofa. Old-fashioned, no-
nonsense, brusque. But the call left her feeling uneasy. Not liking to
make small talk was one thing, but he didn’t seem very warm
towards her, even now they had spent the night together.

She lit a cigarette. She couldn’t imagine him helping in the kitchen,
either. At least Theo made a passable curry.

*

The following morning they stood together in the doorway of the
chapel, the pointed arched windows letting in a diffused and
colourless light that reminded Patrissia of some spiritous Friedrich
monastery. She felt obscurely diminished as she saw his eyes slowly
take in the shadowy dark-beamed walls and rafters, the deserted
aisle and plain pews grey with age and desertion.

Feeling she ought to be veiled, she took his arm. ‘What do you
think?” In response, he pressed a light switch, illuminating the altar
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with a pale, white glow. He turned it off again. Despite its working
order having been established, he persisted in switching it on and
off again several more times.

‘The damned light works, Marc, now just leave it alone!”

He raised his eyebrows and mumbling a dismissive ‘Sorry’,
dropped her arm and went to the head of the aisle, staring down it,
his face a blank.

‘Is anything the matter? Don’t you like it?’

He turned towards her, nodding his head, his pupils wide, and
without speaking, stepped into the back row of pews. Sitting, he ran
the palm of his hand across the seat. She came to sit beside him.

‘It has potential, doesn’t it?’

He nodded again, almost reluctantly.

‘Did you say you might know some people who might be
interested in joining us?’

“Yes, as a matter of fact,” said Marc, suddenly animated, removing

a thin rectangle of folded paper from his top pocket.

Patrissia smiled with relief. ‘Good, me too. There’s a chap I know
through an old friend of mine. He’s an Irish-born Catholic, though
not practising, I wouldn’t have thought, given his rather modern
interpretation of the vows of Holy Matrimony.’

‘Hmm. Is his wife a Catholic too?’

‘Lucinda? Yes, she is.” His eyes were alive now. ‘But why are you
so interested in Catholics? We agreed that we’d be open to anyone,
didn’t we?’

“Yes, of course. It’s well to know their background, though,

wouldn’t you agree?’

‘Hmm, I suppose so. Well, she goes to church from time to time,
but I doubt if this would really be her cup of tea. I'll ask her if you
like, but I don’t hold out much hope.’

‘I see,” Marc nodded, studying his piece of paper carefully. ‘I have
an acquaintance who would be interested in joining us.’



‘Just oner Is that all?” Patrissia’s smile faded slightly. ‘Oh well.
Anyway, the Irish chap is called Jamie, and he says he’ll bring his
friend Roy, and a woman called Sian.’

‘Six of us then?” Marc murmured, pursing his lips. Jesus managed
to rustle up twice that number.’

‘Maybe so, Marc, but not all of them were very nice, were they?’
‘I suppose not.”

Patrissia laughed. ‘Anyway, I took a stroll along the high street
yesterday with some copies of the flyer. We should get a few more
people from that.’

“You finished the flyer? You didn’t tell me.’

T had to do it in a rush. It doesn’t matter what it says as long as
people come, does it?’

‘1 suppose not.” Marc’s eyes were closed and his hands were
clasped gently in his lap as though he had slipped into a brief
meditation.

As her eyes skimmed his floppy hair, creamy, almost damp, skin
and his long, sinewy neck, a duet of mild irritation and unexpected
sympathy played through her.

“You do like it, don’t you?” Their heads were so close she could
hear him breathing. Marc looked up towards the altar and laid his
hand across hers.

“Yes, it’s perfect.” he said.

Patrissia turned her hand over to cradle his. ‘Come back to my
house. I’ll make us something to eat and we can talk.’



Better get moving

Sian looked again at the pamphlet Roy had given her. She knew he
wasn’t a great one for reading, and it had been a bit of a surprise
when he had thrust it into her hands the day before.

He’d waylaid her in the supermarket again, much to her irritation,
and she’d been about to tell him to bugger off and leave her alone
when he’d explained that his friend Jamie had suggested that he go.

Roy had mentioned Jamie before—a right jack-the-lad according
to the stories—and Sian was quite interested in meeting him, just
out of curiosity.

‘Sian, are you ready yet? The film starts in half an hour. Wed
better get moving.’

‘I’m ready whenever you are, Manu. What’s the film again?’
‘Er, can’t remember. Caravaggio?’

‘He’s an old painter, isn’t he? You sure?’

‘Something like that. Fitzcaraggio?’

‘Doesn’t ring a bell. Never mind.’

She skimmed the pamphlet again. ‘Do you get what you want?’ it
asked. ‘Do you get what you deserve?’

‘I know the answer to that,” she muttered to herself.
‘OK, Sian, let’s go!’

Tl get a couple of pizzas out of the freezer before we leave, shall
I? We’re bound to be peckish when we get back.”

‘Good idea. Hurry up.’
‘OK”

She took out the two big pizzas and put them on the sink rack.
They were three months out of date, but they were frozen, weren’t
they?

D'm pretty well frozen and preserved too.

She was bored with going out, and bored with staying in too—she
didn’t want to do anything. But Manu wanted her to go to the film



with him. He wanted her to stay at home with him as well. That’s
really it, she thought, I'm bored with him.

She went back to the pamphlet and read some more. Not religious,
eh? It certainly sounded religious. She wondered if it was one of the
new ones where they sat around and chanted. That might be fun.

But no, it didn’t look like it. The pamphlet kept going on about
talking though, and she could do with some decent conversation.
Between them, Manu and the people at work, it was hardly worth
opening her mouth, really. Yes, if they meant proper, setious,
conversation like she’d had at college, that’d be good, wouldn’t it?
It’d get her out of Manu’s clutches for a while anyway. She had to
do something.

Mind you, Roy’d said he was going, hadn’t he? Not that that was a
big problem, as such, although she would have to find some excuse
to stop him offering her lifts.

She looked at her watch and sat down on one of the old kitchen
chairs.

What do I believe in? she asked herself. Nothing much. Not in, what
was it? ‘Myself, my job or my talents’, anyway. She hefted her breasts
and stared at them. No# a lot of talent going any more, have 12 What
else was there? She supposed they meant God. She had had it up to
here with God at school. Wasn’t she a grown-up now?

I probably still believe in something, though.

Manu appeared, patting the pockets of his fat leather jacket. ‘Have
you seen the car keys, Sian?’

‘On the hall table, Manu, where they always are.’
‘I wish you wouldn’t take them out of my pockets.”

‘If you didn’t put them in your pockets, I wouldn’t have to take
them out, would I? I use the car too, you know.’

‘Just don’t do it, OK? I can never find them if you do that.’

She shrugged. ‘Are you ready now then? We’ll miss the beginning.’
‘Doesn’t matter, it’s a long film.’

‘Oh, good.’

D'm definitely going. 1I'l] talk to Roy tomorrow.



It’s all just talk

Patrissia arrived at the chapel half an hour early, impatient to see
the interior properly and to make it welcoming. She laid the two
large bunches of lilies on the worn stone step.

Struggling to disentangle the key from her handbag, she heard
footsteps behind her. A man in his early forties was approaching,
his hands deep in the pockets of his donkey jacket.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten yer,” he said, stroking his neatly-
shaven grey hair.

Patrissia continued peering intently into the depths of her bag.
‘Have you come for the meeting? Oh, I'm so sorty,’” she said,
collecting herself and flashing him a bright smile. ‘I’'m Patrissia.
Pleased to meet you.’

‘Er, yeah, I'm Roy. ’'m a mate of Jamie’s. He showed me the flyer
an’_’

‘How 75 Jamie?” Without giving him time to answer, she continued,
‘But the meeting doesn’t start till eight, you know, I was just—’

I ¢’n give yer “and settin’ up, if yer like?’
“That’s kind of you, but really—’

Tl bring the flowers.” Roy lifted up the lilies in his arms and
looked at her patiently.

‘Oh, yes. Thank you.” Patrissia finally extracted the key from its
nest of dysfunctional lighters and forgotten mementos, and
gracelessly wiggled it into the massive lock. It was stiff, and she felt
Roy’s patience waning as she used both hands to turn it until with a
grinding click she felt it give. As he relaxed, she pushed open the
heavy door, and he followed her into the dim interior, his boots
echoing on the stone slabs.

Tl put the kettle on while you do the flowers, shall I?” he
suggested when she’d found the lights.

‘Thank you, Roy, that’s very kind. Just put them down on that
pew.” She sniffed, suddenly aware of an unpleasantly cold and damp
smell.



‘Bit musty in ’ere,” said Roy, opening a side window as though he
had read her mind. He turned and swept his eyes over the ancient
pews, nodding his head. ‘Nice woodwork though.’

*

‘So what’s it all about then, this meetin’?’

Patrissia and Roy were once again standing on the front step,
staring down the path at the front gate. She pulled a cigarette from
her pack and offered him one, which he refused with a shake of his
head.

T can’t really say what we’ll be talking about, Roy. 'm just the
organiser.”

They both looked up as a tall figure appeared.

‘Good evening,” Marc said, turning his back to the other man. ‘I
was hoping we’d be alone, Patrissia. I wanted to spend a couple of
minutes discussing our intentions.’

‘Hello, Marc, this is Roy, our first guest,’ said Patrissia, irritated by
his lack of tact. ‘Roy, this is Marc. He’s the one you need to ask.’

Roy held out his hand with an odd wariness, as if he wanted to ask
a favour and was unsure of the response. Marc, too, seemed
reluctant to entrust his hand to this stranger, and with a brief nod
and a fleeting touch, he continued through the doorway.

If youll excuse me, Roy—It looks like I'm about to be
enlightened,” Patrissia smiled reassuringly.

She followed Marc into the chapel. He had stopped in the aisle,
and she watched curiously as he genuflected and slowly and
conscientiously made the sign of the cross, remaining on his knees
for several minutes, murmuring under his breath.

Rising at last, he turned to her abruptly. ‘I have composed a format
which I hope we can embed this evening, an introductory agenda,
and some guidelines.’

‘Oh,’ said Patrissia, feeling a faint draught brush the hairs on her
neck. “That’s rather more formal than I’d anticipated. I'd hoped—’



‘I propose that we have a theme for each meeting,” he continued.
‘Unfortunately, I haven’t had time to prepare as well as I would
have wished. Do you have any suggestions for the opening topic?’

Why wasn’t he prepared? Patrissia wondered. She strongly
suspected that there were few actual demands on his time, even
though he had made himself available to her only twice since they
had visited the chapel together the week before.

She thought quickly. ‘We need something that everyone can relate
to, don’t you think? Dowb#? Disillusion? Despair?’ she suggested.

Marc nodded, his face serious. ‘Indeed, those are fundamental
difficulties that we all face, but they might prove a little involved for
an introductory topic. Perhaps something more entheogenic would

b

Patrissia frowned. ‘What was that word?’
‘Entheogenic? It means the manifestation of God in us—’

‘OK]’ Patrissia interrupted him, her eyes bright, ‘then why don’t
we make Love the theme? Surely that’s what most people would
think of first as a manifestation of God?’

He stared at her blankly for several seconds before flicking his eyes
towards the altar. “Very well, Patrissia.” He paused again, then added
in a peculiarly empty voice, ‘I suppose God is Love, after all.’

Turning away from her, he walked down the central aisle to peer at
the lilies arranged on the top table, their perfume already
permeating the dank air.

“Your doing?’ he said, raising his eyebrows. ‘A bit funereal, don’t
you think?’

‘Not everything has to be a sorrowful mystery,” Patrissia retorted.
‘They’re just a bunch of pretty flowers.”

“They’ll have to be moved. No-one will be able to see us.’

Patrissia took a breath and reached into her bag for a cigarette,
then remembering where she was, she pulled out a small black
notebook and turning to the back page, jotted down a few thoughts.



*

By five to eight, Roy was busy in the kitchen making more tea
while Patrissia mingled with the dozen or so people who had turned

up.
Suddenly there was the sound of a bell, and she heard Marc begin
to speak.

‘Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Would you please take your
seats.” His voice was clipped and harsh, and Patrissia was relieved
when he was interrupted by the appearance at the door of another
cluster of people.

“Yes, a very big welcome to you all,” Patrissia said quickly, taking
her place by his side at the long table. “Thank you so much for
coming and, goodness me, what a beautiful evening it isI’ She
laughed and cleared her throat. ‘Do excuse me if I seem nervous.
Just to help us all to feel comfortable, why don’t we take a moment
to introduce outselves. I’'m Patrissia, and this is Marc.’

Glancing out of the corner of her eye, she saw him raise his eyes at
his name and give a terse nod.

‘Jamie!’ called a floppy-haired figure in the front row. Patrissia
acknowledged him with a smile, wondering briefly what Lucinda
would make of her wayward husband’s presence there.

He had kept his word and brought Sian, a mousy woman who was
struggling with a strappy bag that kept falling off her shoulder. S7in,
Patrissia repeated under her breath after the woman had mumbled
her name. She looked like she might be pregnant, Patrissia thought.

“This is a fellowship of friends,” she heard Marc resume after the
round of largely inaudible names had straggled to its conclusion.
‘And despite the venue we are not a religious group, nor do we
adhere to any particular ideology—far from it. As a symbol of this,’
he went on, lifting a slim black volume from his briefcase and
placing it on the table, almost reverently, Tve had this book
printed. You are all welcome to have a look at it: it may surprise
you.”

With a tight smile, he turned to Patrissia, who was staring at him
quizzically. He hadn’t discussed any of this with her—and hadn’t he
said he hadn’t prepared anything?



‘So, Marc,” she said in a neutral voice, ‘perhaps you’d like to
explain to us what’s on the agenda tonight?’

His eyes clouded over, and taking a crumpled sheet of paper out of
his pocket, he glared at it for a moment. It looked to Patrissia like

the same one he had produced when they had first come to the
chapel, which she knew had been blank.

“Very well.” With a last glance at the virgin sheet, he turned to the
audience with a sniff, announcing curtly, “The subject tonight is
Love’

Patrissia realised that she had been holding her breath, and let it
out with an audible sigh. Flicking her eyes up, she was relieved to
see that nobody seemed to have noticed.

‘What do we mean by the word ‘love’?

His voice was steady and clear, and Patrissia was suddenly
reminded of their first meeting in front of the El Grecos, among
those ridiculous Americans. She had loved it that he had been so
knowledgeable, but somehow, try as she might, she couldn’t quite
remember what he had said, neither then, nor later at the café. She
looked at the notes she had made in her notebook, and circling
‘listen’ and ‘respond’, bowed her head and tried to concentrate.

‘The English word encompasses several meanings that in other
languages are distinguished,” Marc was saying. ‘In Greek, for
example, we have eros, that is, passionate or romantic love; philia,
which can be rendered as deep friendship, and which the Greeks
valued above eros; agape, charitable love; pragma, the deep
understanding that develops between long-married couples;
Philantia, or love of the self...’

Such a beauntiful voice, Patrissia was thinking, but I donbt anyone is
remotely interested in what he’s saying. 1'm not. Then for a fleeting
moment, What am I doing here?

She closed her eyes, dreamily letting his smooth and resonant
tones flow into her, filling her head with colour and light.



*

In the event, Marc kept his speech succinct, talking for just a few
minutes. Patrissia smiled at him as he sat down and rested his hands
on the table.

‘Thank you, Marc. I'm sure that’s clarified the subject for
everyone.” She turned back to the audience. ‘Are there any
questions? No?’

She paused briefly, wondering how she could rescue the moment
without offending him. Then the curious feeling came over her that
this was the moment she had been waiting for, the reason she had
been so enthusiastic. Without thinking, she stood up.

‘We don’t need to examine the meaning of words to know what
we fee/, do we?” she began. ‘And isn’t love really about that feeling
of connection, of belonging, that we all yearn for? I think so.”

An immense sense of jumping off a cliff rose in her as she
continued, ‘But I can’t remember ever feeling a real sense of
connection with anyone, so, as you can see, ’'m at a disadvantage
when people talk about loving, or being in love. I #hink 1 know
what they mean, but how can I know? How could I tell if I really
did love someoner’

‘You could always read a book!”

“Yes, thank you, Jamie,” said Patrissia, nodding and smiling at the
sudden lightening of the atmosphere. ‘What book would you
suggest? The Kama Sutra? The Love Song of | Alfred Prufrock?
The Bible? Romeo and Juliet? She was thirteen, you know.’

‘Good point,” came a loud voice. ‘Let’s stick to real life, shall wer’

“Yes indeed, thank you.” She pursed her lips. ‘Hmm, although...
real life... I'm not sure we won’t come up against the same
problem. Who do we ask? The Pope? Actors playing Romeo and
Juliet...?” She had a thought. ‘Actually, if you don’t mind, can I ask
if any of you thinks they’ve been in love?’

Several hands were raised, including Jamie’s, she saw with interest.
But not Sian’s, and not Marc’s.

‘Thank you. It’s said that being in love is a kind of madness. What
do we think?’



There was an epidemic of nodding and smiling.

Patrissia’s face turned serious. ‘So is that why we’re here tonight?
Are we seeking madness? I have to say that I’'m not sure that’s what
I'm seeking. You only have to look at how people treat the ones
they say they love, what they 4o to them—’

‘That’s certainly true”” It was Jamie’s voice. She took the
opportunity to glance sideways at Marc. He was sitting rigidly
upright, staring straight ahead at the back wall of the chapel.

She waited for Jamie to continue, but it seemed that he had said all
he was going to.

‘But then, so many things are done in the name of love,” Patrissia
prompted. ‘Personally, I’'ve always found it hard—’

“You mentioned The Bible,” said a woman’s voice, interrupting her.
Yes, Sian?’ Jamie’s friend.

‘Well, surely, if you need an example, it’s God’s love you have to
look to, isn’t it? You can’t say that isn’t the real thing.” Her eyes
behind her thick spectacles were wide and anxious.

Patrissia took a sip of water, and when she spoke again her voice
was soft and almost apologetic.

1 know what you’re saying, Sian, but for me anyway, there’s only
one kind of love, and that’s the human kind, because I'm only
human and it’s the only kind of love I think I could understand.’

She paused, wondering where the words she had just spoken had
come from. They seemed right, though, and judging by the silence
in her audience, nobody could think of an objection—not even
Marc, who was staring at her so intently she felt almost transparent.

‘But as I said, I’ve never been in love, so I’'m not sure whete that
gets me, to be honest, although I have to admit I’ve always thought
that just being accepted counts for a lot. I can’t see God accepting

b

me.

‘Sorry,” said another voice. “‘What’s this about God? I thought you
said you weren’t going to talk about religion? That’s what it said in
the flyer.”

‘1 know,” said Patrissia, splaying her hands, palms up, ‘but I don’t
think we can avoid some mention, can we? All I’'m saying is that I
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don’t know how to love a person, and I don’t know how to love
God, either. It can’t be just about acceptance, can it? There has to
be more to it than that. And I’'m hoping that tonight, with your
help,” she continued, sweeping her eyes across the audience, Tl
make a start in understanding what those other things might be.’

She paused, wishing that someone would help her out, but all she
could hear was the shuffle and creak of people intent on keeping
out of the action.

‘Perhaps this might be an appropriate point to tell you a little
about myself,” she said at last. ‘It’s not easy to understand someone
properly when you don’t know anything about them, is it?’

She took a quick glance at Marc. He didn’t seem to have relaxed at
all, and gave no indication that he was ready to speak again. Maybe
he was listening.

Pausing briefly to collect her thoughts, she continued, “Well, let’s
see. I was born in Italy, into a well-off, very devout Catholic family.
I know Italians have a reputation for being excitable and romantic
but I can assure you that while that may be true, it has very little to
do with love. My father was the voice of God, and what God
seemed to want most was that I obeyed his ru/es.

In the front pew, Jamie nodded wearily. ‘I know what you mean.’

“Yes, and I didn’t enjoy it one little bit. I never felt that he loved
me, so I didn’t see why I had to obey his stupid rules.’

Jamie snorted in agreement. ‘Bloody right, Trish. You might not
be able to love without rules, but you can certainly have bloody
rules without bloody love, can’t you?’

‘Absolutely, Jamie,” continued Patrissia. ‘I quite agree. So, anyway,
I asked our family priest whether he thought my father was showing
us love, and basically, he said that yes, God’s love was embedded in
the commandments and in his gift of Jesus.” She paused. ‘Well, I'm
afraid that love on command isn’t what I’'m looking for.”

There were several guffaws from the men in the audience, and
Patrissia saw Jamie’s face crease up as he tried to hide a grin.

‘Needless to say, I left home as soon as I could, Patrissia
continued, herself amused, ‘but having only just rid myself of one



religion, I found myself swept up by another—Art. And, sure
enough, I found another voice of God—my Art tutor.”

Jamie perked up. Lucinda had told him about Patrissia and
Johnny’s affair. In fact, whenever she spoke of her time at college it
always seemed to come up, and once or twice Jamie thought he
detected a hint of jealousy.

‘But this time I thought it was different,” Patrissia went on. ‘After
all, wasn’t I a willing subject? I certainly had feelings and emotions
that overwhelmed me, and so did he. We called ourselves lovers,
and we told each other that we loved each other. We talked about
love, and we talked about art, and truth, and what’s real...We ta/ked
about everything, and I thought I’d made a real, proper, connection
with him. But looking back at what we did, to ourselves and to each
other, I don’t think either of us had a clue. He certainly didn’t.” Her
voice turned thin and hard. ‘It was all just talk.’

There was a mutter of agreement from the women in the audience,
who were looking at each other, nodding. The few men sat still,
their heads down, waiting to hear whether she had a clue now.

‘So I began to listen to what other people thought. I went to all
sorts of meetings, and listened to all sorts of people. All those
different paths! Magic, witchcraft, Buddhism, Sufism...It’s a bit like
a faith supermarket, isn’t it? But I didn’t recognise the ‘love’ in any
of those faiths. Maybe I didn’t want to.”

Jamie saw that the light in her eyes had faded, and just for a
moment, under the spotlight of silence and attentive eyes, she
looked genuinely regretful.

‘So anyway,” she went on, still subdued, ‘after I left art college, I
told myself that my relationships would be on »y terms, and my
terms were that there would be 7o rules. Instead, I demanded
acceptance, and 1 made every effort to accept the behaviour of
others.

‘Well, you can imagine how well #hat worked out. I know I just
said that acceptance counts for a lot, but with no rules at all, no
boundaries, I acted like a child, and I ended up crying like a child.
But I learned two things about myself.

‘The first thing I discovered was how selfish I was. I was treating
my partners as if they were there for my convenience. You can
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always say goodbye to relationships that are just convenient, can’t
you? You can ignore how hurtful it is for your partner to realise that
they’re just sweets for you to suck and spit out.’

Sian, who had started to fidget with her bag, suddenly raised her
head at this confession. Is that it? she was thinking. Am 1 happy

with convenience? Well, it beats inconvenience, doesn’t it?

‘And the second thing was that I #eeded rules. And that was a bit of
a shock, to say the least. I thought it was enough that I wanted love.
It hadn’t even occurred to me that love—the real love I was looking
for—might only be possible if I exercised a bit of self-restraint. 1
don’t know about anyone else, but that kind of thing doesn’t come
naturally to me.’

*

A smartly-dressed man stood up.

T’d like to be clear about what we’re discussing,” the man said
irritably. ‘If I have grasped what you are saying correctly, Patrissia,
you believe that the emotion of love, while itself essential, is not
enough if you are to experience rea/ love.’

‘T don’t think I said that, did I?” said Patrissia, her eyes glinting.
‘In so many words, yes, you did, I’'m afraid.’

“You’re misrepresenting me, I think,” Patrissia replied, tartly. “‘What
I’m saying is that real love doesn’t arise unless...’

‘...unless we agree in what circumstances a loving relationship
might arise?’ the man interrupted with a questioning glance. “You
said that you would have to exercise restraint, did you not? In other
words, that you would have to take into account your partner’s
feelings. And I think that you are right: the very essence of ideal
love is that it is a shared joy, a mutual understanding—a mixture of
what Marc might call eros and pragma.’

Patrissia felt the hairs on her arms prickling, and was about to
reply when she glimpsed the notes she had made for the meeting.
Listen. Dredging up a faint smile, she said in an accommodating
tone, ‘Go on.



‘Thank you.” The man paused, acknowledging a nod from Marc,
and then turning expansively to face the pews, he continued, ‘I
realise how cold this might sound to some of you, but, in my
experience, people rarely act under the influence of what we might
call ideals. Many would even question the notion that ideals are
anything but fantasy, and would certainly deny the possibility of
living up to one. And yet, love is surely one of the most profound
ideals of the human experience, is it not? Are we then to deny ##s
possibility?’

‘Of course not.” The words came out in a heap before Patrissia
could stop herself. She coughed and took a sip of water, the man
waiting until she had settled again.

‘And yet it seems that few of us manage to find it.’

There was a long silence. Patrissia felt slightly angry and guilty, as if
he had accused her of not trying hard enough. She was also
resentful that this stranger’s words could affect her so deeply. On
top of that, he was objectionably sure of himself. It was infuriating
—and worse, she wanted to hear if he had anything else to say.

It’s quite depressing when you think about it, isn’t it?’

The speaker, a serious-looking woman in her late thirties,
continued, ‘I mean, where are we going wrong? It’s not as if we
don’t try, is it? The things I’'ve gone along with, just hoping—’

‘Can I stop you there?” The smartly-dressed man interrupted
smoothly.

‘Sorry?” The woman looked offended.

T apologise, but I think you’ve put your finger on the problem,
the man continued. ‘As Patrissia realised, the kind of love that I
think we’re discussing is #o7 just an emotion, and it can’t just
happen.” Now he spoke directly to the woman he had interrupted.
‘Patrissia said that she found selfishness and love to be
incompatible bedfellows. Forgive me, but when you say you went
along with your partner’s wishes, in effect you were encouraging
selfishness in him, and as selfishness grows, so love must diminish,
must it not?’

‘Her.
‘What?’



‘It was a woman.’

‘Ah, well T think we can agree that gender doesn’t affect the
argument.” He smiled paternally before continuing, “Patrissia is
entirely correct: without some self-denial, without giving up some
freedoms, it is doubtful that real love can ever be achievable.’

He turned to Patrissia. “This is what a contract of marriage is
designed to enforce, is it not? It symbolises a desire and
determination to stick to the 7deals of trust, fidelity and loving-
kindness, and imposes ru/es that attempt to deal with the realities of
human frailty.

‘And it demands honesty—without which there is no foundation
in which to place trust. Otherwise, as you say, it’s all just talk.”

Jamie was leaning forward from the pew with an intense
expression, absorbed in the argument in spite of himself.

“Yes, but where does honesty begin?’ he interjected. ‘I imagine
most of us are in situations where we have to repair dishonest
relationships. But it’s no good being honest if you’re not going to
get any understanding from the other side, is it? Youd just be
handing yourself over like a martyr. It’s got to be reciprocal, surely?’

The man looked at him searchingly. “Well, if we are talking about
human love, there’s certainly an argument to be made for
reciprocity, as Patrissia asserts, yes.’

Sian stood up, clearing her throat and giving a shy laugh. ‘I’'m sure
I'm not following everything propetly,” she said in the vague
direction of the smartly-dressed man, ‘but, well, Patrissia’s been so
honest with us, I'm really glad I came. Can I say something?’

‘Of course, Sian, please carry on.” Patrissia said gratefully.

‘Maybe there are two sides to honesty?” Sian suggested with a
tentative smile. ‘Honesty with ourselves, and honesty with others. I
reckon most of us fall down on both of those—I certainly do.” She
paused. ‘I mean, I &now 1 tell myself that things are true when
they’re not.”

“Yeah, tell me about it,” said another voice. ‘For years I told myself
that I was happy with my husband, but I was kidding myself, and
when it finally dawned on me—well, it was too late. I mean, you
can’t actually tell someone that you don’t love them, can you? They



just think you’ve been deceiving them all that time, and that’s not it
at all’

‘Well, that’s it, isn’t it? Maybe you have to,” said Sian, firmly, ‘but
that takes a lot of courage—more than I've got. It’s too hard for
most people, all that struggle. It’s bad enough trying to keep
yourself together, let alone thinking about whether you’re doing the
right thing, or who you’re hurting.’

The smartly-dressed man smiled at her. “The clue, I think, is to
find the right people to be honest with, and to make a start.” He
paused. “‘Which I suppose is why I have come here.’

He pursed his lips, turning, and looked directly at Patrissia. ‘I don’t

think I'm as ready as you appear to be to fully submit to the
emotional life, Patrissia, but in most respects I think we are in
agreement.’

Patrissia saw Marc nodding, still staring at the speaker, his hands
clasped tightly on his knees. ‘And faith and humility are the keys to
honesty.” His voice was flat and emotionless.

‘Indeed, Marc. I don’t think we can overstate their importance.’

‘But is it that easy?” Marc continued, a hint of resentment giving
his voice an edge. ‘If faith alone can mitigate this strife-ridden
earthly struggle, then what does that say about Christ’s agony? I am
loathe to use the word ‘happy’ when speaking of Our Lord, but if
we are talking in those terms, then he was surely ‘unhappy’. Even
He had a crisis of faith at the end.’

Is that what this is all about then? Being happy?’ another voice
interrupted derisively. ‘Are you all happy-clappers?’

Before anyone else could respond, Roy lifted his head.
‘Actually, 'm not "appy—an’ I’'m not an ’appy clapper either.”

‘Neither am I, Roy,” said Jamie, delighted to hear someone stem
the flow of high-minded tosh. ‘It’s good to hear you speak from the
heart.” There were murmurs of agreement in the audience. ‘I don’t
think Jesus’ attitude to his suffering is what we came here to talk
about, is it”” He directed his query to Patrissia, who smiled
awkwardly.



Roy turned to Jamie, his face red. “Am I speakin’ from my ’eart? 1
don’t even know what’s in my ’eart!’

Patrissia lowered her voice soothingly. ‘Don’t worry, Roy, just say
what you feel. None of us can know what’s in our hearts—that’s for
other people to judge. As I said, that’s why we set up this group, so
maybe we could find the truth of each other’s hearts, by listening
and understanding.’

*

As Roy, last to leave after washing up all the cups, ambled off
down the path, Marc bent down stiffly and picked up his briefcase
from the step with a sniff.

‘T thought what you said tonight was rather strange, I must say,” he
remarked, grimacing,.

‘Why??

He looked at her, his face dark. ‘Because it sounded more like a
confession than a serious talk about the topic of Love, Patrissia.’

‘It seemed to go down all right,” she replied, standing her ground.
‘We don’t want another talking shop, do we? It’s feelings that
connect people, not words. We have to relate to real life.”

Marc snorted. ‘It’s all real life Patrissia, but we should remember
TS Eliot’s comment on reality, and avoid rubbing our noses in the
less comfortable aspects.’

Patrissia grunted. That was exact/y what she was there for, she had
realised, to force herself to reveal her less comfortable aspects. But
her motives weren’t clear, even to her. Was she still looking for
herself in strangers, as Johnny had said? In Marc? Well, maybe they
conld tell her a thing or two. All she had to do was listen.



A matter of faith

The next day found Marc sitting in the back corner of a run-down
café behind the high street. He had gone there the morning after
the first time Patrissia had stayed overnight, seeking space to think.
And here he was again, at the same table, on the same quest.

The discussion at the meeting the evening before had disturbed
him more than he had thought it could, especially Philip’s
contribution. Belief, faith, trust—try as he might, these were words
that he could not often bear even to contemplate, and now, thanks
to Patrissia, he was thrust into their midst.

Patrissia. Fraught with anxiety though he was at the prospect of
pursuing their relationship, he supposed he had to call it, he was
irresistibly, fatefully, inevitably drawn to her. And yet, without doing
anything except be there, he felt such a heavy weight of expectation
from her that all he could do was hide.

As for living with her—which she had already hinted in various
ways was her wish—he doubted very much that she would allow
him to continue using Sally as a model, especially if she suspected
that he had been sleeping with her, and yet he couldn’t imagine how
he would cope without the care and solace that Sally gave him.

Sipping his third espresso, he wondered what, if anything, Patrissia
might consider giving up for him? It seemed a little one-sided.

He picked up his phone. Sally would be waiting for him to call her.
All he could think of to do was keep busy.

*

‘Marc, you've cut your finger.’
“Yes. I'm working on something...sharp.”

‘Let me.” Sally made a movement towards him, but he stopped her
with a look. ‘No, keep still. We’re almost there.’

With a grimace, he pressed down hard on the skin next to the cut,
flicking at the edges with a broken nail and then watching the bright
drops of blood ooze out again.

‘Ow, doesn’t that hurt?’
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“Yes.” He kept his eyes on the cut and then, when the first drop
fell, turned to her, his lips a tight line.

‘Are you going to sketch me?’
‘Not today. Just photographs.’
‘Marc?’

‘Hmm?’

‘Have you found someone else?’
‘Why do you ask?’

“You know.’

He stared into her eyes. ‘Maybe.’
‘Oh.” Her face fell. “Then why—

‘Why did I ask you to come?” For answer, he placed his finger at
her throat and slowly drew it down between her breasts, pausing to
ensure the crimson trail was uninterrupted, continuing down to her
navel. After squeezing out a drop, as if his finger were a tube of hot
wax, he lifted his hand.

‘I need you for this. Keep still.’

Squeezing again, he began the cross-piece, completing the line
from armpit to armpit, ending with a whole drop.

Making the sign of the cross, he intoned, ‘Ego fe absolvo.
You what?’

T'm not absolving yox, I'm absolving ber, forgiving her, making her
pure.’

Sally shivered. “‘Who’s her? This is weird, Marc, even for you.”

Marc raised his black eyes to hers. ‘It’s not weird, Sally. People give
each other absolution every day.’

‘Not with blood, they don’t!” she said sharply, ‘and only if they’re a
priest.’

Yes, well. It’s a matter of faith.’
‘Does she give you absolution like this?’
‘No. She can’t, because I don’t have faith. Hold still.’



‘What are you going to do?’

T'm going to mask you with this.” He began to unwind a reel of
black cotton, pushing his fingers beneath the silk scarf knotted
tightly around her neck to loop it securely. Bunching her long hair
in his fist, he lifted it out of the way, pulling it tight above her while
he wound the thin cotton around her face and head.

‘It’s a bit tight.’

“Yes. I'm seeking stillness.” He stood back. ‘Move your head back
—not too far.’

‘Mmm, it pulls—’

“Yes. Hold it there.” He went to the camera, adjusting it and setting
it to automatic. He stood for a few seconds while it clicked at half-
second intervals, then moved towards the figure spreadeagled over
the chair, pausing for each click, and leaning over her, lightly traced
the cross, first with his fingertips and then with his lips and tongue.

When she began to make small jerks and cries he held her down
with a gentle ‘shh...”, and when she came he took close-ups of her
face.

After he had taken four or five shots she opened her eyes. ‘Can I
see the photos?’

He gave her the camera.
‘But Marc, these are horrible! I look trapped like an animall’

Standing back, he shook his head. ‘No, Sally, you look released.’

*
Later, in bed, she turned to him with tears in her eyes. ‘Are you
really going to finish with me, Marc? Nobody knows about us.’

There was the muted sound of the telephone. They waited until it
stopped. The answerphone cut in briefly.

“That’s her, isn’t it?’
‘Probably.’

‘Aren’t you going to answer me?’



His forehead creased. ‘I’'m secking stillness, Sally, but I'm seeking
faith as well, and you can’t give me that. But maybe she can.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘I know.

He paused before continuing. ‘For you, this is just fun, but for
me...” He stopped and stared at the ceiling, ‘...and for Patrissia too,
it’s more serious. I sense in her—’ he struggled again for the right
words, his face clenched, but gave up. ‘I wish I could explain, but I
can’t, not to you, and not to her.’

He turned his head and leaned over her on his elbow, stroking the
now-invisible line between her breasts.

‘We exist only through our senses, through sensation, through
light and dark, shape and form, weight and lightness, but all this
existence is in our heads. The photographs I just took are real, yet
they are also a lie—’

“You’re still not making any sense.” Sally put her hand on the back
of his neck, pulling him down and kissing his lips and dark-ringed
eyes. ‘How can you give me up? I don’t understand.” She started to
cry again, forcing his head close so that her tears wet his cheeks. 1
love you, Marc—please don’t do this.’

‘Love?” He laughed harshly. “We make love of a sort, yes, but only
God can engender love 7z us. It’s a gift, and,” he paused. ‘to know
love, you must have faith, and, as I said, God has not seen fit to
give me faith.’

Tl never understand you, Marc, never.’
T know. Understanding, too, is a gift. But it requires love, and—’

‘...love requires faith. I understand your words, Marc, it’s just that
I don’t understand yox. Why do you make everything so
complicated?’

‘Because everything s complicated. You may choose not to
acknowledge it, nevertheless...You say you love me, but it’s not
love, it’s only desire and vanity. Weakness.’

She opened her mouth to speak, but he put his hand over her lips,
gently. ‘Don’t say anything, Sally.” He paused. ‘Patrissia thinks she’ll



be redeemed by love, but she won’t, she can’t, because she’s looking
for love to give her faith. She’s got it the wrong way around.’

‘That’s her name, then, Patrissia? You don’t love her, yet you’re
dumping me for her? Does she love you?’

There was a long silence. ‘No.”

Sally stared at him, her eyes wild, tears running down her cheeks.
‘Well, fuck you!” Throwing off the duvet, she picked up her clothes
and carried them to the bathroom, slamming the door behind her.

Marc lay still on the cool sheet, not bothering to gather up the
crumpled duvet, even when he began to shiver.

Why was Patrissia pursuing him so relentlessly? She reminded him
of Claudia—both determined to ensnare him. Sa//y t00, he thought,
as he heard the bathroom door open and bare feet pause briefly
outside the bedroom before continuing along the passage and down
the stairs.

He listened, but there was no sound for a long time. His finger had
begun to sting and going to the bathroom he ran freezing water
over the cut.

She said she loves me, and I called her weak.

He turned off the tap and stood still, listening. Her voice came
questioningly from the bottom of the stairs.

‘Marc? Are you sure about this?’

He didn’t reply, and taking a dust-stained cloth from the window
sill, wound it slowly around his finger. A few seconds later he heard
the front door close softly.

His phone rang again. When it stopped, he picked it up and saw
that he now had two missed calls from a number that he didn’t
recognise.

Ciara? My danghter?

Marc looked down at his pale, thin body, and lifted his hands,
turning them this way and that.

He unwound the cloth. There was swelling around the cut, but no
pain, only a certain tautness and heaviness, as though it were filled
with some weighty purpose.



Love and understanding, he was thinking as he dried his hands, /e
two subjects about which there can be no discussion, yet the subjects
that she chooses for topics in a public meeting, and in their ignorance,
they listen to ber.

He could feel his heart beating, and he put a hand on his ribs to
feel the tiny flutter of skin.

But her words are meant for me.
‘O Lord,” he spoke aloud into the room. ‘Must I trust her?’

He listened for a long time, but there was no reply.

*

Marc was still staring at the photos of Sally two hours later. He’d
retreated to the old shed, which he had fitted out for his sculpture
—the work was far too dirty for the house—and had been unable
to bring himself to abandon its dusty comfort.

Putting down the photos, he picked up a sketchbook and wiped it
with his handkerchief. He had three drawings of Patrissia now: two
pencil sketches and a charcoal portrait. They would suffice. It
would have been better if he’d had her sit properly for them, but he
couldn’t trust himself to see her so naked. As it was, he could draw
on the rough sketches of Claudia he had made.

But Patrissia was different from Claudia in a way he couldn’t quite
put his finger on. While he was pleased with his drawings, there was
something about the way she held herself that gave him pause, as if
hidden in the depths he suspected in her were secrets she would
never reveal.

He moved over to the block of rough stone, waiting ready on the
low bench. It was earth-coloured, angular and hard, its planes taut.
Closing his eyes, he let his hands absorb its coldness.

He thought of Picasso’s Absinthe Glass with its rough sand-
sprinkled bronze-and-iron teaspoon. He admired the faithfulness of
its intent, how it honoured the properties of its materials. Since
Patrissia’s material was all he had to work on, that, he decided,
would be the only way to work with her.



Going back to the bench, he stared at the charcoal portrait. What
were her properties? She reminded him of Claudia, yes, but it was
more than that.

Shaking dust out of his eyes, he picked up his cold coffee and went
outside into the garden, to sit in the shade of the willow.

It was suspicious that Patrissia had chosen ‘love’ as the theme for
the first meeting, he thought. Had he let slip something about
Claudia? It was possible—His fits, often barely noticeable to others,
made him vague and vacant, and left blanks in his memory. He had
become used to them, as he had to his inexplicable bouts of
stiffness and unexplained bruising, but there was always a residual
anxiety.

There was also Secundus’ letter, which had preyed more insistently
on his mind as each day passed. How much had the old man told
his daughter about him? What would she actually want from him?
There was that blank message on his answerphone a few days ago.
Thinking it was Patrissia, he had played it back, to hear only a
disappointing click. Patrissia would have said something—Could it
have been the girl?

Girl? No—woman now. He frowned, trying to work out her age,
and found himself tossed back to Rome, again. The heat of the
night, the hotel, the rattle of Claudia’s bracelets, her sharp moans
and intakes of breath...His head ached with the effort it took to
shut out the memory, and he leaned forward to cool it against the
blessedly cold cup.

Flexing his fingers, he took a box of matches from his pocket to
light a cigarette, but fumbling the match onto the grass, he stamped
on it irritably, wishing it would all exd.

He had allowed Patrissia to seduce him into attending the
meetings, he knew, and he was grateful to her, in a way. He spent
an unhealthy amount of time alone, and he guessed that many of
the people at the meetings did the same. Was #ha# why Patrissia was
so keen that he go? Did she pity him?

It didn’t seem likely. If she had impulses of kindness, there were
plenty of more deserving candidates for her attention—Roy, for
example. It wasn’t hard to guess that /e needed company.



There was another of Patrissia’s meetings that night. The third?
fourth? He couldn’t remember. Roy would be there.

Roy had been on his mind since the last meeting. There was
something familiar about him, something that touched Marc deeply,
and that made him feel ashamed. He wanted to help him, to give
him succour.

Succonr. Marc held the word in his head, comforting himself.
Respite and succour—perhaps they were more important to people
like Roy than faith and trust. Perhaps even to Marc himself.

He picked up one of the sketches of Patrissia and held it in front
of him, lightly running his eyes beside and between the lines and
shading, searching. Her face showed an intense concentration, a
powerful desite—I want, 1 wil/ is what he saw. And yet she
comforted him.

Sighing, he struggled to his feet, the chair legs having sunk several
inches into the soft ground. He would go to the meeting. He would
be late, and it would give him no answers, but it would be a
distraction.



Surrender

The meeting was more than half over when he arrived, and there
was an air of settled comfort in the chapel. Moving quietly towards
a dark pew near the door, he wondered if any of the people there
really took the discussions setriously, or understood the importance
of the subjects.

Sitting back on the hard seat, he saw that Patrissia seemed to have
persuaded Jamie to join her at the Chait’s table. He was attempting
to introduce a new subject for discussion. Marc shook his head.
Why had she asked hiz of all people? He was the last person Marc
would have chosen.

*

‘So, Humility—Why is it necessary for faith? Anyone?’ Jamie asked
hopefully.

Nobody took him up on the question, and he didn’t look
surprised.

‘OK, I'll have to read from my notes. Ex, right, yes. ‘If we don’t try
to control the people and events that make up our little worlds, the
result is peace.’

He stared at the meandering lines of copperplate, wishing he’d
pald more attention when Patrissia had given him the sheet of
Marc’s jottings.

‘OK, er, well let’s start from the other end, and ask ourselves what
it is that prevents peace.” He stopped, and Patrissia leaned over to
whisper in his ear, pointing at the notes. He shook his head and
continued, ‘It’s conflict. And what is the source of all conflict?
Selfish desire, is it not? The struggle to get what we want.”

He peered at another of Marc’s barely-legible notes. ‘Only by
understanding God’s will...

He sighed to himself. He wasn’t interested in what God wanted—
the supernatural just muddied the waters. “You can think of giving
in,” he ad-libbed enthusiastically, ‘as suddenly becoming lucky all the
time!’
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Giving in? thought Patrissia.

‘Er, sorry, Jamie,” came a voice from the floor. “Yeah, anyway, are
yer talkin’ about what’s-its-name, predestination? You sayin’ that
luck is findin’ out what’s already gonna happen?’

‘Something like that, Roy’ said Jamie shifting in his seat. “Yeah,
fate, predestination, whatever you want to call it.”

He licked his lips and patted the black book on the table, relaxing
into the flow. ‘On the face of it we all have a sense of choice, but
really, when you get right down to it, it’s really that our choices are
already made. Like, your breakfast is on the table when you get
downstairs, and you look at it and wonder what on earth made you
ask for this distinctly unappetising stuff that someone’s dumped on
your plate.” He grinned weakly at Patrissia, but she didn’t seem to be
paying attention.

‘When we think we choose, isn’t it just that we’ve reached the
point where we’ve really given up trying to decide, that we've
realised we’re actually powerless to choose? Er...

He glanced at Patrissia again, who decided to rescue him.

‘Would you like me to summarise what you said for everyone,
Jamie?’

‘Always glad to have your input, Trish.’
‘Thank you.” Patrissia smiled and turned to the room.
Maybe giving in is what it takes.

1 think what Jamie was trying to get at,” she began in a slow
reflective voice, ‘is that, left to our own devices, we can never be
certain of anything. We can make plans in a small way, and given
enough persistence we can make them work; but on a grander scale
—a life, say—well, we all know how well that works out.”

There was a ripple of nods.

‘But we want to be certain,” she laughed gently, ‘don’t we? Because
we want our plans to work. And so we bully people and lie to them,
or we comply with their wishes and then resent them.” Taking a sip
of water, she continued, reflectively. “‘Why can’t we accept that
surrender is our only real option?’
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The thought shocked her, and glancing around the room, it
seemed like she wasn’t the only one. Nothing could be heard in the
silence that had followed her words. A middle-aged woman whose
name she had forgotten had her hand over her mouth, staring at
her. It was one thing to pay lip service to some god or other, but
when it just came out like that...

Once again, Patrissia couldn’t be sure where the words had come
from—and then suddenly she was back in Johnny’s flat, naked and
drunk, her body drenched in sensation, making love to his voice.

Don’t think of it as pain, Leila, don’t think at all. We're breaking
the cathedrals and ziggnrats of the world, my love. From their ashes
will arise the spirits of the crushed souls within to dance with us in the
holy heights of imagination. We are the creators and destroyers of
worlds. We give birth to fate. This is life, my heart, this is death, this

is love.
Come come come
My endless desires
Come come come
Come my sweetheart
Come my beloved
Come come come
Don’t talk abont the journey
Say no more
Of the paths we must take
Cast your mind
Into the fire of onr love

Come come come

“Trish?’

‘Oh, sorry.” She realised she was still holding the glass of water,
and took another sip. “Thirsty work, all this talking.’

Let me out of here.
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She refilled her glass carefully before turning back to the pews.

‘1 haven’t much more to say, except—I was wondering if it’s
possible to truly surrender to another person? Not to luck, or to
fate, but actually to another human being? It sounds rather scary,
doesn’t it? But isn’t mutual surrender exactly what we’re talking
about? Isn’t it love in action?’

She slid a thin paperback out of her handbag. ‘L.et me read you
something to show what I mean. This is a quotation from an
Islamic mystical poet, a woman.

1 know how it will be when I die:

my beanty will be so extraordinary that God will
worship me.

He will not worship me from a distance, for our minds
will have wed

And our souls will have flowed into each other.
How to say this: God and 1

Will forever cherish

Myself’

There were a few murmurs of appreciation as Patrissia continued,
‘Why should our relationship with God be any different from that
with our lover? Isn’t it really the same thing? Surely it’s the feeling,
the emotion that provides the truth of a connection, and I think I've
mentioned before that for me there’s only one kind of love. So I
don’t see why I can’t experience the love of God through
communion with another human being—another human being
who is also part of God.

Thank you, Johnny.

‘Perhaps I’'m out of line, but since Marc isn’t here, I can only go
with what my heart tells me to say. When Jamie speaks of /uck, of
making bad choices—these are the words we have to use while we’re
in transit from our habitual ideas. In reality there is no luck, there
are no choices, we need not bow. There’s only understanding and
misunderstanding.’
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‘T am here.

Marc’s face was hidden from Patrissia by the heads of people in
the nearer pews, but his words kept coming. ‘And while, lyrically,
your poetry is undeniably seductive, you have misinterpreted it to
make a questionable assertion. You say we need not bow, yet to
bow is the very essence of true humility.”

Patrissia opened her mouth to defend herself, but Marc had not
finished. She thought he sounded almost resentful as he continued,
If we are to nurture a deep and unshakeable faith, we must
surrender our selfish will. It is #of an agreement. We are 7o/ gods
making agreements with other gods.”

‘I don’t think we disagree, Marc,” she said quietly. ‘But while God
might require complete subjection, can that really be the case with
another person?’

You cannot put boundaries on faith and trust, Patrissia,” Marc
replied coldly, his eyes fierce, ‘whether it is faith in God, or faith in
—ove for—another person. You must be as prepared for
humiliation as for exultation.”

Patrissia, forcing a smile, turned to the audience. ‘But, Marc, are
you really saying that love demands humiliation? I don’t see the
least reason why it should—

‘But it might!” Marc interrupted, so angrily that Patrissia could see
his hands shaking. “‘What we are surrendering is our pride, for which
God justly punishes us out of lovel” He was now staring directly at
Patrissia, panting, his face twitching. ‘And if God asks us to
surrender our pride, even our reason, we cannot refuse. It cannot be
different for love between people. You said it yourself: real love
requires complete trust, complete faith, complete surrender.’

With a slap of his coat he left the pews, the glass doors to the
vestibule swinging in his wake.

‘Blimey,” Jamie sniffed, scratching his cheek. “‘What’s eating him?’
Tve no idea.’

‘Well, something hit a nerve.’

Yes, I think I did.
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He’s right, pride, love and punishment go hand in hand, and that’s
what I never understood. But only a sadist or a psychopath could
punish someone they love, conldn’t they?

Patrissia tucked her papers into her bag. ‘He’s pretty tired at the
moment,” she added, wondering why she felt she needed to excuse
him.

‘Shame he left, there were a few things I wanted to run past him.
Are you seeing him tonight?’

Patrissia frowned. ‘Hmm. Tell me, Jamie, you’re a man. Why do
you think he was so angry with me?’

‘Truth?’

‘Of course. I want to know.’

‘He thinks you’re playing games with him. He’s right, too, isn’t he?’
‘D’you think I am?’

‘Oh come on, Trish, I wasn’t born yesterday.’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘Well, to start with, Lu says Theo’s still hanging around.’

‘He’s not important, Jamie.”

“Yes, Trish, that’s what I always say.” He pushed back his chair and
yawned. ‘T think I’'m going to surrender to my desire for a drink.
D’you fancy it? Sian and Roy are going.’

‘Well, there’s nothing waiting for me at home, so I suppose so,
OK’

‘At your service, ma’am.’

Patrissia smiled. ‘Sorry, Jamie, that was very rude of me. You were
sweet to ask. Of coutse, I’d love to come.’

*

Patrissia watched Roy remove the detritus left by the previous
occupants of the table as Sian waddled round and scraped her chair
back noisily.

‘Is Marc coming, then?’
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Patrissia shrugged and dropped her phone back into her bag. ‘I
doubt it, Sian. Voicemail. What’s that? Fizzy water?’

‘Got to think of the baby.’

Patrissia’s face softened, and the usually crisp lines of her face
blurred for a second. ‘Oh.” Then her habitual smile returned. ‘How
lovely! Did you enjoy the meeting tonight?’

‘Oh yes. I like it when Marc talks best—he’s so serious, and he
knows so much.’

“You surprise me,” said Patrissia. ‘I think most people find him
pretty hard to follow.’

‘Oh, I do, too,” Sian gigeled, ‘I just like hearing him talk. He knows
such a lot, doesn’t he? He reminds me of Father Joseph—that was
the priest at my local church when I was growing up. But there’s
something else too, a sort of, I don’t know, desperation I suppose,
in his voice that gets to me. He seems so lonely.’

“You think so?’

‘Don’t your” She peered shortsightedly into Patrissia’s eyes. “You
spend a lot of time with him. I would’ve thought you’d know him
pretty well by now.’

Patrissia looked away. ‘He’s a hard man to know.’

“Yeah,” said Roy, nodding. “e don’t give much away. ’¢’s ’ad a few
’ard times, like me, I reckon.” He sunk his head in his shoulders, his
eyes for a moment starkly blank.

“Yes, you’re probably right, Roy.”

Patrissia looked at him curiously. Jamie had said that he was only
coming to the meetings because Sian was there, but he seemed to
be one of the few who really tried to listen. She had watched him in
the back row, eyes fixed on the speaker, whether it was her or Marc
or Jamie, his faced creased in concentration. Yet Jamie had told her
that he didn’t take in much at all, try as he might.

‘I don’t know, Trish. He just doesn’t seem to be equipped to think
about abstractions. He's not stupid, but when 1 asked him what he
thought abont what we discussed tonight, be just looked at me and
frowned. Poor bugger’s never had the chance to think about anything
but where his next meal’s coming from, 1 don’t think.’
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‘What about you, Jamie? Are yox enjoying the meetings?’
“Yeah, they’re fun,” he grinned, ‘I like a good argument.’

‘I would have thought you got more than your fair share of them
at home.

‘We don’t argue, Trish. You know what she’s like. There’s no
point, is there? I just do what I'm told. What’s this all about,
though?” he said, handing the black book to Patrissia. ‘I take it
having a book full of blank pages was Marc’s idea? He’s obviously
not a big reader.’

‘Let’s see.” Sian turned the pages, and then glanced up at Patrissia,
a smile creeping across her lips. ‘So it’s got no words at all? Not
even a title?’

‘That’s what he wanted.” Patrissia sniffed. ‘He says that once you
start writing things down, you’re forced into the language of
philosophy or religion.” She sniffed again. ‘And then he wants to
talk about Aguinas! He doesn’t really get it, I don’t think.”

‘I agree, our vicar’s a bit odd, if you ask me. He reminds me of
Zara a bit.

“Zara’s the autistic one, isn’t she?’ Patrissia said after 2 moment.
‘Oh, I don’t know. As Roy says, I think Marc’s just had a hard time
somewhere along the way and he’s having trouble letting it go.”

‘Why do we need a book at all?” asked Sian, snapping it shut.
‘We’re only talking. It’s not as if we’re getting instruction or
anything, is it?’

Patrissia laughed. “There you have me. Maybe he thought it’d be
nice to have a bit of symbolism.”

‘But what’s a blank book a symbol of?’

I like to think of it as a receptacle for our stories. Our lives are the
words, they just never get written down.’

‘Good thing too.” Jamie took a studied sip of beer. ‘Maybe a divine
message will magically appear once we all become illuminated.’

‘When I get illuminated, I just fall asleep and wake up with a bad
head,” Sian grinned, swallowing the remains of her water. ‘Did you
say you had kids, Jamie?’
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“Yes, Zara and Daisy—My pride and joy.’

‘How about you, Trisha? No secret brood locked away
somewhere?’

Patrissia shook her head.
‘I know it’s none of my business, but are you and Marc...?’

‘No,” Patrissia said with a frown. ‘I like Marc, but I get the
impression that he needs everything to be tied down, and I'm not
sure that I’'m ready for that, yet.’

Jamie winked at her. “That’s not what Lu told me.’
She gave him a look.

‘Ignore him, Sian. Anyway, I’ve been seeing a guy called Theo for a
while, but there are no strings.’

‘No strings sounds great,” Sian smirked. T’'m jealous!’

‘You shouldn’t be. I'm the one who’s jealous—look at you, you’re
blooming.” Patrissia looked away. ‘Excuse me, Roy, Did you say you
do gardens?’

Roy turned from contemplation of the wooden benches, which he
thought could do with a coat or two of teak oil.

“Yeah, why? Yer got somethin’ yer need doin’?’

‘Maybe. My beds are in need of a bit of attention. A splash of
colour wouldn’t go amiss.”

‘And her locks might need oiling,” Sian giggled.

Jamie raised his eyebrows and tutted. ‘Now, now, ladies, don’t get
the man too excited, eh?’

Roy frowned and took a gulp of his pint.

‘Well, Trish, if Marc pops round later—for a Platonic, businesslike
chat, of course,” he added playfully, ‘you can give him back the
book, ’cos if it comes home with me it might end up being used as a
colouring pad.’

‘Are you sure you can’t persuade Lucinda to come along? I think
she’d love it.”

‘No, believe me, she wouldn’t. Anyway, it lets me off the leash.’
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‘I hadn’t noticed you were on a leash, Jamie. If you are, it’s a pretty
long one.’

Sian eyed the two of them with interest. ‘Lucinda’s your wife, is
she, Jamie?’

“Yes, my trouble and strife, my better half and all that.”

‘Lu and I were at college together,” explained Patrissia. ‘Gosh, how

time flies! One minute you’re twenty-one, the next you’re pushing

forty.

‘And you’re not getting hijacked by the old hormones yet?” Sian
smiled conspiratorially. ‘It’s now or never, Trishal’

Patrissia ran her finger round the rim of her empty glass. ‘Look,
your knight in shining armour awaits!’

Sian turned to see Manu waving from the other side of the fence.
‘Oh, well, that’s my time up then,” she said with a long face. ‘See
you next week.”

‘Wednesday at seven. Call me if Manu can’t bring you. I could pick
you up.’

Sian nodded and hurried away, her big bag bouncing against her
hip.

‘Another round?’ suggested Jamie, tapping his pockets.

T don’t know. Maybe I'll leave you two boys to do some male
bonding,” said Patrissia, picking up her bag. ‘Who knows, you might

even pull’

Jamie nodded. ‘I daresay we might. Care to take us on?” he
grinned.

Roy looked uncomfortable. ‘Don’t worry, Roy, I won’t tell Sian,’
Patrissia said, smiling.

Scratching his chin, he stared down at the table. ‘She wouldn’t
care.

‘Nor Lucinda, Jamie,” Patrissia added, cursing herself, ‘but I don’t
imagine she’d care, either. Anyway, I'm off. Be good!”

Jamie and Roy watched her slip through the gate and disappear

from view.
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T'm pretty sure she won’t be being good. I’d put money on her
going off for an evening with our vicar, wouldn’t you?’

Roy looked at him. ‘Jamie, ¢’n I ask yer somethin’?’
‘Fire away.’
‘Whadda yox think of Marc?’

‘T don’t know, Roy, not a lot. Bat-shit fruitcake, if you ask me, but
then, I'm not a woman. They have different tastes, don’t they?” He
threw back the last of his pint. ‘Fancy your chances with Sian?’

Roy blushed. ‘She’s already got a boyfriend. Anyway, she’s
pregnant.’

‘But you do fancy her, don’t you?’
He nodded. ‘I s’pose so.’

Jamie prodded him on the shoulder. ‘Hang in there, mate.
Nothing’s set in stone.’

He glanced at his watch and sighed. ‘Well, I suppose I’d better go
and face the music. Sorry, mate, love to stay, but she’ll skin me if 1
tarry. Are you OK for Friday?

‘Sure. Thanks, Jamie. See ya Friday.’

*

Lucinda was waiting for Jamie when he got home. She sat curled
like a pretty Siamese, her blue eyes watchful as he put his head
round the living room door.

All she needs is a saucer of milk and something to toy with before
ripping it to shreds—Ah! he thought, that’ll be me then!

‘Goodness,” Lucinda murmured in mock surprise. ‘Home so
soon?’

‘What’re you reading?”’

‘Oh, this? I got it from the clinic. It’s extremely enlightening,
actually.’

‘For Zara?’
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‘It’s for us, Jamie. I somehow think a six-year-old would struggle
to read a hundred autobiographical excerpts written by a group of
Aspergers sufferers, don’t you?’

‘Why didn’t you tell me she was seeing the specialist today? I’d
have got the time off.”

‘T know you would, but it was just another assessment, much like
the previous one. Good meeting?’

‘Hmm. Your friend Trish’s a subtle operator. Everyone thinks
she’s all sweet and innocent, but a wilier wolf in shaggier sheepskin
I never saw. She was a big hit tonight, anyway, unlike him. D’you
know if they’re having a thing?’

Lucinda looked up. ‘Last time I spoke to her she hadn’t quite got
round to dumping Theo. So it’s pastures new again, is it?’

It’s funny, they argue all the time, but they seem to be an item,
somehow. Marc, his name is. You haven’t met him yet, have you?
He’s quite a bit older than her, washed-out, weird, a bit of a God-
botherer.’

‘Oh, Trisha’s always had a thing for older men. She likes them odd,
too. What kind of weird is this one? She must be struggling to find
a new variety.’

Jamie grinned. ‘Not #hat bad, I suppose. Bloody uptight, though.’

‘Really? Hmm. What was she wearing? I'll never forget our awards
ceremony at art school. You should have seen the state of her! But
that catsuit must be pretty worn out by now. Not that she’d care—
the more holes, the better.’

‘She’s certainly got a body on her, and doesn’t she know it,” Jamie
smirked. ‘But sadly, no catsuit. She was done up like a hippy-style
nun, black skirt, headscarf, wittering on about how we should all
love one another and listen to the inner voice. Anyone’d think she’d
turned religious.’

“T'risha? Ha! Mind you, if her new chap’s into religion, it won’t be
long before shell start turning up at morning Mass,” Lucinda
smiled. ‘Such a shame. If only she could meet someone nice. It’s
high time she settled down.’
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She studied him, quizzically. ‘I have to say, Jamie, I never thought
I’d see the day yox’d attend a church meeting voluntarily.”

‘Oh, it’s not like that, it’s just a place to go for a chat. Look, can’t
we talk about Zara’s report?’

‘It’s the same as always, ASD.” Lucinda picked up her drink. “They
say it can be genetic.’

‘Well, don’t look at mel!’
‘Why not? I’ve often wondered about you.”
‘Oh, please go on.’

“Your persistent preoccupation with particular objects. Mobile
phones, for example.’

‘Ah, a bit like your inflexible adherence to bizarre routines or
rituals, like staying up till fucking midnight just to tell me what time
I’'ve got home, as if I didn’t know, and as if you didn’t know. That’s
pretty autistic!’

‘Perhaps.’

Jamie shook his head slowly. ‘Lucinda, what are we doing? We
should be talking about Zara, not us. Can’t we discuss ber needs and
leave ours for another time, however pressing you think they might
be?’

“Yes, why not? That’s what we usually do.”

Lucinda left the room. Jamie sighed and picked up Zara’s
assessment, which his wife had left poking out of the book. He
would read it later, he decided, once he had figured out why he was
feeling so angry.

*

Patrissia slammed her car door and put the key in the ignition. Was
it worth calling him again?’ She stared at her phone for a second
and pressing redial, laid it on the seat while she lit a cigarette.

The faint ringing tone suddenly stopped.

‘Marc?’ She had trouble keeping the surprise out of her voice. ‘I
was just ringing to see if you’d got my messager’
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“Yes. Why don’t you come round?’

Unprepared for him answering at all, Patrissia wondered if she had
heard correctly. ‘Oh, OK.

‘That’s why you rang, isn’t it?’

She felt her cheeks grow hot, and she could only say, T’ll be ten
minutes.’

*

The front door was open when she arrived. Kicking her shoes off
on the doormat, she found Marc sitting on the sofa in his living
room, cradling a glass of wine.

‘Patrissia.” His voice seemed softer than usual, and slightly nervous.

She reached for the tulip-shaped glass that was balanced on the
edge of his desk. “You came late and left early again. Why? We’re
supposed to be running the show together, Marc. It looks bad.’

You’re angry.

‘Of course I'm angry. And I’'m hurt. You seemed to be attacking
me personally, not just arguing a point.’

“You still seem to think you have a right to set conditions for your
faith, Patrissia. Egual will? For God’s sakel’

‘Why do you think these people come to our meetings Marc? Do
you honestly believe they’re here to embrace more bloody
suffering? They want what we a// want—an escape from suffering.
Isn’t that what yo# want?” She took a deep breath. ‘But forget the
meetings. What bothers me is that we can’t talk to each other
without arguing.’

She waited for a response, but he was staring at the bookcase.

‘’'m confused, Marc. You attack me, demean me, refuse to answer
my calls, then you invite me here—but even then, you make it clear
the invitation was issued for 7y benefit, because you know I want
to see you, not because you want to see e. Look at you, you don’t
seem to even want me here. It’s not fair, Marc!’

He sighed and leaned forward, rubbing his forehead.
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You’re right, part of me doesn’t want it, but another part of me
wants nothing more. I am so lost, Patrissia.”

Her eyes blurred, and putting her hand on his arm, she murmured,
“You can trust me, Marc. I wish you nothing but good. I want to
help you.

His arms were stiff and ungiving as she hugged him, his heart
beating against her breastbone.

“You’re shaking.’

‘Please, just hold me.’

*

Patrissia was woken during the night by the pressure of his hand
on her belly, heavy and hot, its weight supported by the curve of
her ribcage. She cupped her own small hand around his fingers and
felt the hardness of his nails and the join where they blended into
the softness of flesh.

Closing her eyes, she squeezed his hand hard against her, wanting
to keep it there as long as she could, knowing that this moment of
peace and stillness was a dream, but hoping it would never go away.
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A bang on the door

The next morning, Patrissia sat watching Marc squinting at the
computer screen, the coffee and croissants she had placed on the
desk in front of him untouched. Their closeness the night before
seemed to have vanished.

Sitting back, he twisted his long neck and ran his eyes along the
bookcase.

‘What are you looking for?’
‘My copy of the book.’

‘I think I might have picked it up by mistake the other day.” She
rooted through her bag for the wordless volume. Yes, here. Clever
idea of yours, having a book with no words,’” she continued,
handing it to him.

Marc raised his eyebrows. ‘It isn’t a gimmick, Patrissia. Its
wordlessness embodies the principles of anti-doctrine and anti-
intermediary. Such interferences can only block us from God.
When there is no voice, there can be no wotds. If there are no
words, there can be no misinterpretation.’

‘That’s quite Zen, isn’t it?” she replied distractedly as she let her
gaze drift over the outbreaks of clutter that defaced the enviably
spacious room. T’m not sure that a wordless relationship is quite so
rewarding, though.’

Her eye was suddenly captured by a large charcoal sketch that lay
at an angle, taking up most of his desk. Curious, she went to pick it
up. ‘Did you do this? It looks a bit like me.’

Looking up from the black book, which he was studying as if it
really was a Zen text, Marc frowned at her.

‘It 7s me, isn’t it?” Patrissia insisted.

He gave his handiwork a cursory glance. ‘It might be, he
conceded, ‘if 1 finish it.’

‘It’s good: I like it. You’re very talented, Marc.’

‘Hmm. Sorry, I just have to go and see to something.’
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As he left the room, Patrissia picked up a large Manila envelope
that had been underneath the portrait, and glancing at the door she
quickly opened it.

Inside was a pile of black-and-white photographs, all similarly
posed. Women sitting, standing, lying—all innocuous enough,
except for their expressions, which were subdued, bored even.
Some had scarves tied around their wrists or necks, not constricted,
but restrained.

So that’s his little secret.

Hearing steps in the passageway, Patrissia hastily shoved the
photographs back into their hiding place and, lighting a cigarette, sat
herself on the sofa, wondering who the women were.

‘Marc,” she said as he entered the room, ‘come and sit next to me
for a couple of minutes, then I'll let you get on. We know very little
about each other. Perhaps that’s why we often seem to, I don’t
know, misunderstand one another. Tell me something about
yourself,” she invited with a neutral smile as he sank into the old
cushions, ‘anything at all. Have you ever been married?’

‘No.
‘I was married for a short while. I was very young.’

Marc acknowledged the information with a terse smile. Patrissia
waited for him to say something in reply, but in vain.

“You’ve never said much about your art training.”
‘I went to a few classes early on, but I'm largely self-taught.”

“You have to feel compelled, don’t you?” said Patrissia, determined
to extract something from him. ‘I enjoyed it well enough at art
college, but I didn’t have that drive. Tell me, what drives you?’

‘Not the usual aesthetic impulses, Patrissia, not the celebration of
beauty, nor the desire to create beauty. I'm seeking stillness.’

She was about to reply when, leaning across the gap between
them, he lifted a wave of her dark hair and turned it gently between
finger and thumb.

“You are beautiful, Patrissia,” he said, studying her profile, ‘but, as I
said, beauty doesn’t interest me. My aim is to sculpt the still spirit

116



within, the essence.” He teased out a long, smooth twist of hair. ‘I
wonder what I’d find within yox?’

Patrissia remained still as he gently drew her hair across her
shoulder and let his fingers brush her neck. Closing her eyes, she
imagined him drawing her, the softness of the line, the pencil barely
touching the paper.

‘Well, if that’s all, I suppose I’d better get on.’

‘Oh.” She felt him drop his hand and a coolness made her shiver as
he moved away, withdrawing his warmth. “What are you up to this
morning?’

T’'m just trying to sort out the painting job for Tyndall Hall. I said
I’d start this week, but, to be honest, I don’t know if they’d be
better off with, oh, I don’t know...’

He stood and went to the window for a moment, his eyes fixed on
the figure of Pan. And then, with a shake of his head he plumped
himself down behind his desk and folded his hands in his lap.

‘Well, you could always start by buying the paints, Marc.” She went
to stand behind him. The computer screen was blank.

‘It’s not quite that simple.’
“Yes, Marc, it is. It really is that simple. Why don’t you—’

The snap of the letterbox interrupted her. “Was that your door?’
He didn’t seem to have heard her. ‘T’ll answer it, shall I?

Marc watched her as she left the room. His eyes went to her
necklace, Claudia’s necklace, that lay coiled on his desk from the
night before. Picking it up, he kissed the small gems.

Show me a sign, Claudia, please.

*

The girl was young and very pretty. Clearing her throat, she smiled
at Patrissia, who was too busy studying her fresh, unlined skin and
lustrous wavy blonde hair to even consider smiling back.

T'm sorry to bother you, but I'm sure I've got the right house.’
The girl dipped her hand into her bag and, bringing out a sheet of
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thin blue paper, waved it in front of her. ‘I'm looking for Marc
Crowley.’

Patrissia looked her up and down, assimilating the shortness of her
dress and the flimsiness of the scarf unravelling from around her
neck. “You must be one of his models. You’d better come in.’

‘Actually—’
‘He’s in his study.’

Patrissia stood aside, waving the girl in but making her edge past
her. She inclined her head sharply. “Through there.”

Patrissia studied her long legs and the waves of heavy hair
swinging midway down her back until the girl disappeared in a
rustle of silk around the living room door. A moment later it clicked
shut.

She wondered how Marc greeted his models. Did they kiss? The
thought made her cheeks sting, and she stood for a moment in the
hallway trying not to picture them, her mouth set in a thin line.

Continuing into the kitchen, she automatically put the kettle on,
then stood distracted, holding her breath and listening. She could
hear the muffled cadences of the gitl’s voice, enthusiastic and
breathless, but the words were indistinguishable. She felt like a child
again, standing outside her older sister’s door, excluded.

He hadn’t said he was expecting anyone. Had he forgotten, or had
he hoped Patrissia would have left by the time she arrived? She
waited, hardly breathing, until the kettle crescendoed and clicked
off, the wordless murmur of the girl’s voice making her heart
thump in her chest.

Dumping the mugs she was holding back in the sink, she left the
kitchen and, taking the three steps to the living room door, she put
her head against the panels, listening intently, but the girl had
stopped talking.

Twisting the doorknob, she pushed open the door. The girl was
standing by the fireplace, cigarette in hand. She looked angry.

‘Sorry to interrupt. I just wondered if you’d like some tea?’
y pt. 1) y

‘No, thank you,” said the girl, flicking ash into the fireplace. There
was an embarrassed pause.
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‘Marc?” He was just a silhouette against the bright window. ‘Marc?’
she repeated, moving to his desk and retrieving her necklace. He
had asked her to take it off the previous evening, and then he’d held
it like the rosary it was, turning and twisting the beads on the three
strands, looking at her with deep, anxious eyes until she’d taken him
in her arms.

As she stood by the desk, untangling and reclasping it around her
neck, she took the opportunity to glance at him, inviting him to
remember how they had been the night before. But his eyes were
closed, and now that she could see him propetly, she thought he
looked even paler than usual.

Patrissia frowned at the girl, who sniffed.
Has she been crying?
‘Is everything OK?’

‘I shouldn’t have come here,’ the girl said, throwing her cigarette in
the fire, only half-smoked. ‘Could I use your bathroom before I
leave?’

“Yes, yes of course,” said Patrissia, hoping that Marc would see that
she was on his side, that she was defending him from this attacker.
Is upstairs, to the left” But, searching his face for
acknowledgement as the girl left the room, she could detect none.

She inclined her head toward the door. “‘Who is she?’

But he didn’t hear her. He was talking to himself in a low murmur.
‘Oh God! I asked for a sign, and you sent her.” He sat down at the
desk and put his head in his hands. They were covered in sweat.

Puzzled, she stared at him, her hands automatically reaching for
the beads of her necklace. “What sign? Who is she, Marc?’

At first she thought he was nodding, then she saw that his eyes

were screwed shut, and that the rise and fall of his head was
involuntary, his neck and shoulders in spasm. His head jerked
backward and forwards more and more violently until his chin
finally cracked down on the desk, his chair slid away from under
him and with a soft thump he flopped into a heap on the floor.
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Patrissia knelt down and tried to roll him onto his side. ‘It’s OK,
Marc, I’'m here,” she said, lifting his hair out of his eyes. ‘Don’t
worry.” She felt another spasm ripple along his back.

‘Oh! What’s wrong? 1 heard a noise.” The girl had returned
unnoticed and was standing in the doorway. ‘Is he having a fit?’

Patrissia shook her head. I think so.’
“You should call an ambulance.’

Patrissia suddenly felt his arms go limp. Then he jerked again, but
more weakly, and she held his head, gently lowering it to the floor,
while his breathing slowed and steadied.

‘He’s passed out. Help me get him up to his bedroom.’
‘Are you sure you don’t want me to call an ambulance?’
We’ll see how he is in 2 minute.’

The girl stared at her, then shrugged. ‘OK.” She dropped her bag
onto the sofa. ‘I hope you know what you’re doing.’

It wasn’t easy manoeuvring him through the house, and Patrissia
could feel the heat of the girl’s disapproval. But at last he was lying
on his bed, asleep and perfectly still.

‘Thank you for helping. Do you mind going down while I make
him comfortable? I won’t be long,’ said Patrissia to the girl—
woman, rather. At close quarters she realised that she must be in
her late twenties, at least.

‘OK”

When she had gone, Patrissia sat beside Marc on the bed and
leaned over him, stroking his brow.

You’re so fragile, Marc. What’s wrong with you, I wonder? Is it
the girl?’ she murmured, tracing the lines across his forehead, the
skin damp and cool. ‘And if so, why?

*

When she returned to the living room, the girl was by the fireplace
again. Patrissia offered her a cigarette, which she took gratefully.
‘Thank you for your help, er...?’
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‘Ciara. No problem. Is he all right?’

‘He’s fine. He’s sleeping. I'm Trisha, by the way,” she said, taking
out her lighter. They both lit up, breathing a cloud of blue smoke
toward the ceiling.

‘Would you like a drink?’

The girl nodded. ‘I think we could both do with one after that. Is
he epileptic?’

Patrissia shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I haven’t known him that long.”
She’s trying to figure ont who I am. Are they having an affair?

‘Actually, I couldn’t help noticing your necklace,” said the girl. ‘It’s
a rosary, isn’t it? Did Marc give it to you?”’

‘No.

‘Oh.” The gitl shook her head. ‘Are you sure?’ she said, looking
puzzled.

The girl’s tone was odd, and Patrissia could feel her eyes roaming
over her face. ‘Of course I'm sure. Look, I don’t mean to be rude,
but—’

‘What did you say your name was again?’
“T'risha. Patrissia Vecchia.’

The girl was now staring her full in the face, her cheeks as white as
Marc’s had been.

‘Not Claudia?’
Patrissia felt a ripple of fear make her stomach clench.
‘Why do you say that?’

‘It was my mother’s name.” She frowned at Patrissia’s startled
expression. ‘I’'m Marc’s daughter.’

Patrissia put down her glass. ‘Marc and Clandia?’ It was all she
could think of to say.
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‘It’s a long story.”

T'm listening, Ciara.” Patrissia turned the rosary over and over,
stroking it with her fingers, remembering how it hung around
Claudia’s neck all those years ago.

‘OK. Well, I wrote to your father a while ago telling him who I
was and saying that I was looking for Claudia. He didn’t answer, so
I wrote again. I didn’t really expect anything, but a few weeks later 1
got a reply, not from him but from someone called Guido Marelli.”

‘Guido, yes, he’s my father’s secretary.’
‘Anyway, he told me that nobody knew where Claudia was.’
‘Oh.” Patrissia’s face gave nothing away.

T didn’t believe him though, so I wrote again—Anyway, to cut a
long story short, it turned out that the guy I needed to see was a
priest called Secundus, who’s living in a monastery in the hills. So I
flew out to visit him, but I couldn’t get further than the door.
Roberto, one of the lay brothers, said Secundus was too ill to be
disturbed. He asked me to wait, and eventually came back with a
London address. He looked quite anxious when he gave it to me,
and said, ‘Your father’s house. Secundus sends yon both God’s blessing
for a bappy reunion. That’s it, really. I didn’t know what else I could
do except to contact Marc. So here I am.’

‘Oh, Ciara, I'm so sorry.

Ciara lit another cigarette and took several short puffs to make
sure it was alight, her hands shaking. ‘I have to say it wasn’t the
welcome I would’ve expected from a priest.’

‘A what?’

‘Marc was a priest. Your father got him thrown out because of his
affair with Claudia. Didn’t you know?’

‘No.” Patrissia gazed blankly at the fireplace wall, the black
smudges of candle-smoke, the peeling plaster, and felt her insides
turn to mush. ‘Marc’s told me very little about his past. He said he
lived in Italy for a while, but he didn’t mention being a priest, or
having a daughter—or knowing my sister.’
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‘No, I suppose he wouldn’t, in the circumstances.” The girl looked
at Patrissia, who was sitting very still on the edge of the sofa. ‘Are
you all right?’

‘T don’t know. I think so.” Patrissia forced a smile. ‘But what a time
you’ve had, Ciaral’ She placed her hand over the gitl’s. ‘I feel utterly
ashamed of myself, treating you with such suspicion, but what was I
to think? Marc—" She sighed. ‘It doesn’t matter. Could I have
another cigarette?’

Ciara offered her the packet.

It’s so incredible! You’re his daughter, my sister’s daughter, my
niece. I'm sorry, I need some time to take it in.”

Ciara sat back. ‘And you’re my aunt. I certainly didn’t expect zhat.
It Zs pretty unbelievable, isn’t it?’

*
‘So, what happened? Where were you born?’ Patrissia asked
eventually.

‘According to Mamma—my adoptive mother, that is—I was born
in a convent. The adoption was already arranged.’

Patrissia let out her breath. ‘Did you ask Marc if /e knows where
Claudia is?” she said, quietly.

“Yes. He said he doesn’t. That’s when you came in. Do you think
it’s true?’

Tve no idea.” Patrissia took a long drag of her cigarette, and was
about to continue when a loud banging on the front door
interrupted them.

Tl see to it.” Patrissia rose unsteadily to her feet. The women
looked at each other for a split second. ‘T'll be right back.’

‘Oh, it’s you,” Ciara heard Patrissia say from the hall.

“Trish! I had a feeling I might find you here.” It was a man’s voice,
cheery and amiable. ‘I just wanted to sort a few things about the
next meeting.’

‘Now might not be such a good time—’
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‘Wow!” the man beamed as he entered the living room. “‘Who,
might I ask, is this wondrous vision of loveliness?’

Ciara looked at Patrissia in bemusement.
‘My niece,” Patrissia answered, coolly.

‘Well, she certainly seems to have inherited the family looks! So,
am I to be introduced?’

Patrissia sighed. Jamie, at least, didn’t hide his emotions, unsubtle
as they were. ‘Ciara, this is Jamie. Jamie, Ciara.’

‘Lovely to meet you, Ciaral Patrissia never mentioned having a
niece.’

‘Look, Jamie,” Patrissia cut in, I don’t mean to be rude, but we
were in the middle of something. This isn’t the best of times.’

Jamie raised both hands. ‘Oh. I don’t want to intrude, Trish. I can
go whenever,” he said, admiring the delightful view afforded by
these two gorgeous women. He wondered how Marc managed it.

Patrissia looked at Ciara, who was tidying some errant strands of
hair that had fallen across her face, and looking somehow softer
than she had 2 moment before.

‘Actually, Jamie,” said Patrissia, thoughtfully, ‘now you’re here...’
She shot a questioning glance at Ciara. ‘Look, Marc’s not feeling
well, and he’s gone to bed. I just need to see how he is. Why don’t
you make Ciara a drink and take her into the garden? The kitchen’s
through there. I'll join you in a few minutes.’

Ciara’s eyes rested on Jamie a second, then she nodded almost
imperceptibly. ‘I could do with some air. I’ll make some coffee.’

Jamie looked from one to the other. ‘I feel quite ambushed,” he
smiled. ‘How delightfull’

Patrissia gave him a weary smile, wondering if Marc had rested
enough to talk. There were a few questions she wanted to ask him.

*

‘What a marvellous garden,” Jamie said, as he followed Ciara into
the sunshine. He led her towards a small table in the far corner,
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half-hidden by the overhanging branches of a willow, the mugs in
his hand clicking like castanets.

Behind him, Ciara slid her sunglasses down from their perch in her
hair. ‘It’s a bit cool in the shade,” she murmured. ‘Will you help me
move the table more into the sun?’

‘Of course.” Jamie unstuck the legs of the old kitchen chairs where
they had sunk into the ground, and pulled them clear as she
swivelled the table around a leg.

‘So, Jamie, is it? You obviously have a magnificent sense of
timing.’
He grinned. ‘Any time is a good time for meeting someone as

gorgeous as you, Ciara.’

Jamie felt a sudden jolt between them, like an electric current, and
sitting back in his chair to recover his poise, he watched her eyes
dart along the curves of the lawn where grass merged into the
wilderness of unkempt flowerbeds, knowing that she had felt it too.

‘Do you know Patrissia and my father well?” she said at last.
Your father? You mean Marc? Blimey!’
“You sound surprised. Patrissia had no idea either.’

T didn’t expect—I mean, I don’t know him that well, but I
wouldn’t have guessed. And Patrissia’s your aunt?” he added
thoughtfully, undeterred by the hint of bitterness in her voice. ‘So
they’re more-or-less related?’

‘Not really, not even in-laws,” Ciara shrugged noncommitally.

‘It’s a bit unusual, though, don’t you think? It certainly puts Marc
in a different light.”

‘Mmm, I think so. Are they actually living together, d’you know?’
‘I don’t think so, but they’re an odd pair.’

Ciara tilted her head and said lightly, “You said you came here
looking for Patrissia, didn’t your’

‘Oh, I was just passing, and I thought there was a good possibility
that she’d be here, yes,” he said, watching Ciara lean forward to
press the cafetiere’s plunger. ‘And I'm glad I followed my hunch.
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But sleeping together doesn’t necessarily mean they’re an item, does
it?’
Ciara filled his cup to the rim with the steaming thick black liquid.

“That’s what it normally means. At least, it does where I come
from.

*

Inside the house, Patrissia shifted the papers that lay strewn on
Marc’s desk, patting them into two neat piles. There was nothing of
interest there, just bills, receipts, a paint chart and an empty padded
envelope.

How could Secundus have known Marc’s address? Had they kept
in touch? Marc wasn’t the type to throw letters away.

Her heart hammering in her chest, she turned to check the living
room door before kneeling down and pulling open the top drawer.
Reaching underneath a sketch book and the envelope full of those
strange photos, she found a shoebox with, inside, a pile of letters
written on airmail paper.

She stared at them for a moment, and then carefully slid her hands
under the letters and lifted them out gently, as if holding a wounded
bird. Turning them over onto the desk, she picked up the top one,
and began to read.

Dear Ignatius,

I received your letter with pleasure. In spite of all that

has occurred I believe that there is yet hope, and that a
simple willingness to trust in God and in those you love
will eventually give you peace. But it is in God’s hands.

You asked about your illness. You no doubt remember that
when you arrived at St Sebastian’s you were subjected to
exctensive medical tests. These were necessary becanse
although yon were considered academically gifted, and were
obedient and studious, there was a question over your
physical capacity and temperament.

126



I am happy to be able to say that no physical origin was
Jfound for your affliction. The report concluded that you were
suffering from, in medical terms, ‘Psychogenic non-epileptic
seizures’.

We believed that St Sebastian’s wonld provide a
suitable environment in which your seizures and their
accompanying behavionral symptoms conld be managed
and contained, and that, with intensive instruction in
meditation and prayer, their frequency and severity could
be reduced.

Sadly, this turned out not to be the case, but I was
persuaded that you had a true vocation, and I pursued it
believing it to be in your best interests. Perbaps I acted
out of pride, and if so, I am sorry for the hurt and
distress that 1 have caused you, not least by introducing
you to the Vecchias.

I wish you well in your search for a different path, and I
believe that, by God’s good grace, you may find it. But
you must have faith, Ignatius: seeking is valueless
without the willingness to accept what you find.

Secundus

She sat back. The letter was dated June 1970: the year Claudia was
taken away from her. She refolded it and placed it carefully in the
box before picking up the next.

The letters were all about him. There was no mention of Claudia
by name, and nothing about what had happened to her, or to Ciara.
And there were no letters from Claudia.

She’d skimmed twenty or thirty of them, all on the same theme—
sin, guilt, expiation, forgiveness—when the sound of laughter
coming from the garden startled her. Hastily replacing the letters
and the shoebox, she covered them with the folder and sketchbook,
careful to leave everything exactly as she had found it. She wished
she could see what Marc had confided to Secundus that had
provoked such a depressing correspondence.
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She sat back in his chair, pulling a strand of her hair over her ear
and twisting the end, the way she had done as an eleven-year-old
girl, listening to whispers she was never meant to hear.

*

‘So, when did you start looking for Marc?’

‘Basically, when I couldn’t find my mother.” Ciara shrugged and
reached for her cigarettes. ‘I almost wish I hadn’t bothered, but I'm
here now. God, families! A religious freak of a grandfather, a crazy
mother, and,” she flicked her head towards the house, ‘#hose two.”
Thank Christ I was adopted, is all I can say.’

Jamie paused and took a slow sip of his coffee. ‘Why do you say
your mother was crazy?’

It’s just the impression I got. Mamma—my adoptive mother—
said Claudia was ill. I got the feeling she was hinting at some kind of
mental illness, I don’t know.’

‘That’s sad,” said Jamie, clasping his hands and glancing quickly
towards the house. You don’t think Patrissia...?’

‘She seems sane enough, although she wouldn’t let me call an
ambulance for Marc.’

‘What’s the problem with him?’
‘He had a sort of fit.’
‘No, I mean, you don’t seem that pleased to have found him.’

Ciara snorted and took a deep drag of her cigarette. ‘How would
you fancy finding your father, a defrocked priest who’d never
bothered to contact you, living with your aunt?’

‘Gosh! But, hang on—You mean Marc was a priest?’
“Yes, that’s why there was such a scandal’

‘Wow!” Jamie squinted his pale blue eyes at her, blinking in the
bright sunshine. She was sitting relaxed and perfectly still except for
a slim hand twitling her corn-coloured hair around a finger.

‘So, tell me about yourself. You’re half-Italian, yes? Do you live
there? You haven’t got much of an accent.’
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‘Oh,” said Ciara, pouting, I was born and raised in Rome, then
when I was twelve we moved to a house in Surrey and I started
boarding school.’

‘Did you like it?’

‘Oh yes! Some of the times we hadl’ she gigeled. “Yeah, it was
good fun.’

Jamie watched the way her lips moved as she pronounced the
word fun, enjoying the way her cheeks rose and fattened sensuously
when she smiled.

‘How about you? Where are you from?’

‘Treland, originally. Galway. My family came to England when I
was a baby.’

‘Oh, so that’s where the blarney comes from,” she smiled. ‘So how
do you know them?’

‘Marc and Trish? She was at the same conference as me in the city
a while ago. We got talking.” Jamie hoped that his lie would go
undetected. He was definitely not going to mention Lucinda. ‘She
and Marc run these weekly meetings together and she persuaded me
to come along’” He looked up from under his long eyelashes,
adding, ‘T'm very easily led.’

‘Hmm. So you’re more friends with Patrissia than with Marc?’

Tve known her a little longer, that’s all,; Jamie replied quickly.
‘We’re just friends.” The mischievous twinkle in his eyes vanished
instantly as his mobile phone beeped.

“You’ve got a message.’

Jamie glanced at his mobile. ‘Just a client,” he said, sliding the
phone into his pocket. ‘He can wait.’

Ciara glanced towards the house. ‘I wonder what Patrissia’s doing
in there?’

‘Prising up the floorboards looking for more skeletons, I shouldn’t
wonder.”

Her face creased into a grin. ‘Funny man.” She lit the cigarette. ‘But
it’s not really funny, is it?’
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‘No, I suppose not.” His phone beeped again. ‘Damn! It looks like
I’ll have to leave you to your family stuff.” Standing up, he bent to
kiss her cheek. ‘It’s been a complete pleasure. You’re staying near
here, are you?’

“Yes, just a few minutes away.’

‘What a coincidence! I don’t live far either. Maybe we could meet
again? I'd love to get to know you propetly.’

*

Patrissia had just put the battered old kettle on the hob when she
heard the sound of voices. Sneaking a glance through the kitchen
window, she watched Ciara take something out of her bag and hand
it to Jamie. He held it up for a moment, lifted it to his lips, kissed it,
raised his eyebrows with exaggerated delight and finally slipped it
into his pocket, smiling as Ciara giggled at the ridiculous display.

Her eyes dulling as she contemplated their comfortable intimacy,
Patrissia turned away and went to sit at the kitchen table, making
space for her empty cup between a small pile of rusty screws and a
coil of copper wire.

‘Oh, Marc,” she said aloud, ‘what a lot you had to hide from me.’

He had kept all of it from her, everything. He’d sat there every
night, in his creaky old leather chair, refusing to answer the phone,
refusing to answer her questions. Instead he had been confessing to
his priest by letter, sketching religious pornography, and nurturing
his shame.

And now his bastard child had come to heap coals on his disgrace.

Not only his. How can I possibly face her? 1 abandoned her mother
t00.

Patrissia rested her chin on her cupped palms, listening to the
silent house. A few weeks ago she had felt free, frustrated but free,
and then she’d met Marc. Now the pit whose shadow had been
following her had opened, but she’d had it wrong: instead of falling
into blackness and despair, which she would almost have
welcomed, she’d had to watch as it spewed out an acid rain that had
flensed her and left her crawling raw and bleeding on the remains of
her dignity and pride.
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What had they said in the meeting about surrender? For Marc and
Patrissia it would be more like mutual crucifixion, nailed together by
their guilt.

A low whistle gradually intruded into her thoughts and she realised
that the kettle had filled the room with steam. She went to open the
window and just caught sight of Jamie disappearing round the
corner of the house, waving down the garden at Ciara as he went. A
minute later, Ciara herself appeared at the back door.

‘Oh, sorry, Ciara, I got distracted. I hope Jamie looked after you
OK? Has he gone?’

“Yes. We had a nice chat. How’s Marc?’
‘Resting. He needs to sleep. I'm sure he’ll be fine by morning.’

Ciara nodded solemnly, entering and flicking her eyes around the
kitchen. She pulled out a pen and a business card from her bag.

T'm going now. I'll write where I’m staying here on the back,” she
said, shuffling aside Patrissia’s still-empty cup and bending over the
table. “There.” She held out the card. ‘Are you going to help me find
Claudia?’

‘Of course,” said Patrissia, ‘but we’re rather in the same boat. In
fact, I probably know less than you do. I was only eleven when she
disappeared—I was just told that she had been sent to boarding
school in England, and that was it. If she tried to contact me, I
never knew about it.”

‘Haven’t you ever tried to find her?’

Patrissia shook her head slowly, acutely aware of the accusation in
Ciara’s eyes. ‘T kept asking, but my mother was too scared to say
anything, I think—my father would fly into a rage at the very
mention of her name. I gave up asking.’

Ciara continued to watch her, frowning. ‘If you 4o find anything
out, you'll tell me, won’t your’ she asked, her voice suddenly thick.

‘Oh, Ciara, of course I willl We’ll be seeing a lot of each other
now, won’t we? I know once Marc’s had a chance to recover, he’ll
want that too. There’s so much to talk about, so much time to make

b

up.
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‘I suppose there is. I'll be in London for a couple of months. If
you find out anything, anything at all...’

Patrissia patted her hand. ‘I’'m so glad you made the effort to find
Marc’

Ciara smiled tightly. “Well, it was nice meeting you, Patrissia. I
expect he’ll be fine as soon as he hears me go out the door.’

*
When Ciara had gone, Patrissia went to Marc’s desk and sat down
in his chair, her hands unsteady as she folded them in her lap.

Ciara certainly resembled her mother, all silky hair and wide eyes,
radiant with youth, just as Patrissia remembered Claudia.

Just as Marc knew her.

Was Marc still in love with Claudia? she wondered. It would
explain a lot.

Opening the top drawer, she stared at the hidden shoebox and,
uncovering it, took the next letter from the pile. If there were more
secrets, she might as well know them all.
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A tower of ash

The sun shining through the curtain woke her early the next
morning and, having reassured herself that Marc was still breathing,
Patrissia wasted no time in booking a flight to Rome.

The previous day’s events had shaken her. Having been discreetly
boxed up and secreted away for years like Secundus’ letters, their
past lives—hers, Marc’s, Claudia’s, and now Ciara’s—had been re-
opened, one by one, all in a day. How intricately woven together
they all were, how tortuously interlinked—how fazed it all seemed.

Opening the French windows wide, she had just pushed back the
cuffs of her blouse to welcome the heat of the warm sun onto her
skin, when she sensed Marc’s presence behind her.

‘Thank you for looking after me yesterday,” he said. ‘I should have
mentioned,” he coughed and reached into his dressing gown pocket
for a cigarette, shielding his eyes from the glare, ‘my seizures.’

‘Here, have a light.” Patrissia handed him her lighter. T'm glad
you’re feeling better.” She paused to blow a mouthful of smoke at
the moss-covered paving stones. ‘But, to be honest, it’s not your
seizures that concern me.’

Marc hovered uneasily on the step and squinted towards the
studio. “They’re only a symptom.’

‘Of what?’
‘A greater spiritual malaise,” he said, still avoiding her eyes.

‘And this malaise—did it start when you were in Rome, sleeping
with my sister?” Marc flinched. ‘Or was it before? I don’t think you
told me exactly why you were there, did you?’ said Patrissia.

T’d been working at a mission in the East End, and I...I failed,

Patrissia. My weakness. I was sent to Rome to recover my spiritual
health.’

Patrissia laughed harshly. “‘Where you seduced Claudia.’
He didn’t seem to hear her.

‘There’s no point being evasive, I know everything, Marc,” she said.
‘T know that you were a priest, and about your affair with my sister.’
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Marc lifted his eyes, but said nothing.

“You knew right from the start who I was. Why didn’t you say
anything?’

‘How could I’
‘How couldn’t you?’
Marc bowed his head. I tried, but...’

‘So, you were a priest, and Claudia was, what, seventeen?’ said
Patrissia, finally understanding that this was the confession he had
wanted to make when he had taken her to dinner at his club. ‘How
did it happen, Marc? I want to know.’

He turned his head a fraction and coughed, raising a trembling
hand to his lips, but said nothing.

‘What was it? A one-off thing? A fling? An affair?’
‘Does it matter?’
“Yes, it does! Did you love her?’

He met her gaze at last but his face was blank. ‘Love?” He folded
his arms across his chest and said in a low voice, ‘Stop it, Patrissia,
what’s done is done.’

‘Be reasonable, Matc, we have to talk about this. Ciara—"
A coughing fit took him as he shook his head.

She waited patiently until he had finished. “Then at least tell me
how you met.’

The corners of his mouth turned down. ‘Secundus sent me to her.
I was Claudia’s tutor.’

‘And you became lovers.’

Marc gave a brief nod, letting out his breath with a sigh. ‘And it
was discovered by your father. And that was that. I was sent back to
England, having been made to swear never to make contact with
the Vecchia family again.” He looked away. ‘I didn’t know that
Claudia was pregnant. I knew nothing about a daughter until a few
weeks ago when Secundus wrote to me and told me Ciara had tried
to visit him.

Your daughter.’
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‘So it would seem.’

“You should have told me.” Marc tensed at the harshness of her
voice. ‘Right from the start, you should have said.”

‘I thought it was fate—Claudia’s rosary around your neck.’

Tm not Clandia! 'm not my sister]’ Her voice rose. ‘Is that it,
Marc? Is that what I am to you? A substitute? A second best?’

‘No, of course not. You don’t understand—’

T’'m going to Rome tomorrow,” Patrissia interrupted, not wanting
to hear any more. ‘I need to see Secundus, who I'm quite sure will
know where Claudia is. I wi// find her.

‘I don’t think that’s wise.’

‘Wise? Wisdom’s not in the equation, Marc. I’'m going to find my
sister. My sister. The sister I haven’t seen since 1 was eleven!” She
stopped, feeling tears welling up, but determined to hold them at
bay. ‘Come with me, if you like.’

Tl never go back to Rome. And, as for seeking Claudia, what
good will that do? Raking over old hurts—It’s needless.’

Tsn’t that exactly what reconciliation is all about? Putting straight
the past, facing up to the things we’ve done—and haven’t done? 1
need to be reconciled with my sister, Marc. Maybe you do, too.”

‘Reconciliation shouldn’t hurt anyone, Patrissia.” His voice was
even, rehearsed. “‘We gain closure by confessing to a priest, or to
God himself.

‘No, Marc. We have to make amends to those we have hutrt, to
people, that’s what matters most. And besides, Claudia isn’t only my
sister, she’s Ciara’s mother. If I’'d had a child I’d never known, and
she came looking for me, I’d want to know about it. Wouldn’t you?’

Marc turned away to flick a tower of ash into the flowerbed.

Patrissia shook her head. ‘I know it’s different for you.” She rolled
down her cuffs. ‘I’ll be leaving tomorrow.”

‘If that’s what you want,” he said, distantly. ‘I hope you find her.”

‘Thank you.” She took a deep drag of her cigarette. “‘Why don’t you
give Ciara a ring while ’'m away? Take her out somewhere, get to
know her.”
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‘T don’t think it’s me she wants to know.’

Patrissia fished out Ciara’s card. ‘Well, it’s up to you. Here’s her
number.” She pressed it into his hand. ‘She’s staying five minutes
down the road.’

‘Oh?

Yes, look, her address is on the back. Oh, I forgot to say, Jamie
came round when you were sleeping yesterday.’

Marc grimaced.

‘He was actually very charming. I think he helped Ciara take her
mind off the welcome she received from us.’

‘Did he?’ His mouth twitched.

Noting his expression, Patrissia said coolly, T’'m sure she wouldn’t
have said anything to embarrass you. But talking of embarrassment
—I thought she was one of your life models when she first turned

up.’
Marc stubbed out his cigarette in a plant pot and sat down at the
garden table. “‘What models? I don’t use models.’

‘Really? Don’t all figurative artists use them? I modelled when I
was at art school.”

He ran his hand over the chipped paintwork on the table top,
picking at the loose patches. ‘Do you really think you’ll find
Claudia?’ he asked after a pause.

‘Secundus knew how to contact you, so I expect he’s in touch with
her too. But 'm going to see Guido first—my fathet’s secretary.

Perhaps you met him?” She shot him a suspicious glance. ‘He might
know.

‘Perhaps Claudia doesn’t want to be found? Have you thought of
that, Patrissia? Maybe she wanted to start afresh.” Marc smiled
unexpectedly, but his smile was not a happy one. ‘And if she has
managed to do so, don’t you think you should leave her be?” He
turned his dark eyes on her. “‘You’re doing this for yourself, not for
Claudia. Don’t dig up the demons.’

Patrissia stood abruptly.

T1l phone you when I get back. Ciao, Marc.’
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He rose to his feet. Ignoring him, she brushed past and up the
steps through the French doors. He watched as she gathered her
jacket from the arm of a chair, and without looking back,
disappeared from view.

Marc followed her inside just in time to hear the front door bang
shut. Muttering to himself, he went to put the kettle on and sat to
wait at the kitchen table.

She didn’t understand. When he had dared to return to Rome a
few months after his expulsion—circuitously, and desperately
fearful of what her father might do if he found him—Secundus had
been severe, telling him to consider Claudia dead to him. It was the
final blow. That was when such faith as he’d had, had died too.

Patrissia seemed willing to forgive him, yes, and he was grateful to
her for that, but at the same time she seemed determined to
resurrect these appalling hurts. What if the damned woman
managed to find her sister? Did she expect them all to play happy
families as if nothing had happened?

Making himself a mug of coffee, he returned to the garden,
walking through damp grass to the willow, where he moved the
table back into the shade and sat down, almost invisible from the
house.

He picked up his mug and cradled it steaming in both hands. A
thought occurred to him: Had Patrissia planned Ciara’s visit to test
him? Unlikely as it was, he couldn’t dismiss the idea, and he felt his
heart start to beat more strongly. He realised he didn’t trust her at
all.
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Chiaroscuro

Marc’s words stayed with Patrissia all through the flight, tumbling
around in her head like splintered barbs. ‘You're doing this for
yourself.” And now, standing outside the airport raising a long-
awaited cigarette to her lips, she knew that while it wasn’t the whole
story, he did have a point.

Blowing out a cloud of smoke, she made her way to the bus, and
settling herself onto one of the hard wooden seats, she let her head
rattle against the window as the familiar landscape rolled past.
Anger made way for exhaustion as she gazed out at the hot blue
sky, until the squat spire of Santa Maria del Popolo brought her
back to earth.

The bus stopped, and she stepped heavily onto the pavement,
head pounding. Ten minutes walk took her to the house she grew
up in.

The same high forbidding front wall was now painted a vivid
white, but its big dark doors were shut tight as ever. A solitary
bougainvillea snaked valiantly up the wall, bent double with heavy
crimson blooms.

She took one between her fingers, and as always felt a sadness at
its lack of perfume. Guido had explained to her many times that she
must be satisfied with its beauty, but she had never accepted that
beauty was enough. “‘Where is its sox#/?” she had asked, tearfully. ‘1
can’t smell it

And then she saw him, pulling back one of the doors just wide
enough to slip out. Head up, dressed in black linen trousers, a white
shirt and dark glasses, he had barely changed in twenty years, except
for the new deep-etched lines either side of his mouth.

‘Guidol” she cried, waving and running towards him. He started
and turned, only his shadow between them as she threw her arms
around his neck. After a few moments he stepped back, a wide,
uneven smile creasing his face.

‘Patrissial’ he said, ‘I’'m lost for words!’

It was her turn to smile. ‘Well, don’t be, Guido! It’s wonderful to
see you again.’
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‘And to see you. But I'm surprised.” He searched her face. ‘Did
Secundus write to your’

‘Write to me? No. Why?’
“Then how did you know about your father?’
She shook her head, confused.

“You don’t know?” Guido looked at her solemnly then took off his
sunglasses. ‘Patrissia, your father has cancer. I thought that’s why...’
he tailed off, resting his hand gently on her arm.

Patrissia felt her stomach heave, and she exhaled sharply, as
surprised by the strength of her reaction as by the news itself.

‘No, I didn’t know he was ill. It’s you I came to see, Guido.’
He raised his eyebrows a fraction. ‘Signora?’

‘Ciara’s letter. You gave her Secundus’ address.’

His eyes showed a hint of suspicion. ‘How do yo# know that?’

‘Because, thanks to you, Ciara did manage to find one of her
, you, g
parents. But it wasn’t Claudia.’

‘Ah.” He didn’t look pleased.

‘She found her father. Secundus refused to tell her where her
mother is. Do _you know?’ Patrissia grabbed at his shirt sleeve but he
tugged his arm away, meeting her accusing eyes with his own.

“You say Ciara found her father. Did she tell you that?’

Patrissia let out an impatient sigh. ‘I was at his house when she
turned up.’

“You know Ignatius? How is that possible?’

“Yes. But he’s called Marc now. We met in London a couple of
months ago, quite by chance. I had no idea who he was until Ciara
knocked at his door a couple of days ago. Guido, I need you to tell
me what happened. I want to know everything.’

He nodded, looking around to ensure the electric gates were fully
closed. ‘It’s time you knew.” He took her arm, heading towards the
park. ‘Let’s walk.’

They skirted the edge of the cool green space until they came to a
parapet overlooking the city. Guido bought them both ice-creams
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and they sat on the low wall staring at the domes and spires
wrapped in a hazy smog while he spoke in a low voice of Claudia’s
wilfulness, her parents’ plans for her, and the affair with the
accursed Englishman.

It was a catastrophe for everyone. Your mother sank into a
depression from which she never recovered, as you know, and your
father—well, you can imagine his rage. Had Ignatius not been a
priest, and had not Secundus begged...” Guido’s eyes were hard.
‘Ignatius got off lightly, believe me.’

‘He would have had him killed? Marc owes his /fe to Secundus?’

He stared directly into her eyes. ‘God is sometimes merciful. Your
father wanted to hide the scandal, of course, but also he did not
want you to be influenced by your sister’s poor judgement.

You were kept away from Claudia for your own good, Patrissia.
We did what we thought was right. We couldn’t possibly have
imagined that she would attempt suicide when the child was taken
from her. She was so young—too young for such grief.

T'm ashamed, Patrissia. I had no choice, but I’'m ashamed to the
depths of my soul that I collaborated in such an act. We are not
gods that we should feel ourselves justified in doing such things.’

Patrissia put her hand on his and they sat silently watching a young
couple taking pictures of each other. The girl wouldn’t take off her
floppy straw hat, whose brim kept flapping in the gusts of warm
dusty wind, and the boy made her stay posed for several minutes
until he was apparently satisfied with his shot.

‘I need to find her, Guido. I’ve been so selfish—I abandoned her.
I can’t imagine how she felt, how lonely it must have been.
Patrissia’s eyes overflowed, Guido’s squeezing hand doing nothing
to stem them. I know that you've risked a lot already by telling
Ciara where Marc is, but please, Guido, please, 'm begging you, tell
me where I can find Claudia.’

Guido’s face fell and he took a deep breath, staring towards the
shining dome of St Peter’s, shaking his head. I’'m old, and your
father is dying. I'm not afraid of him any more, Patrissia, but
nothing is ever simple.’
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‘Guido!’ Patrissia’s tone harshened. “You mus# tell me where she is.
Tell me now!’

He stared at the ground. ‘Claudia failed to die, but...she was never
the same. Secundus blamed himself, and almost gave up the
priesthood, but he knew he could do more for her if he remained.’

Patrissia took a cigarette from her bag. How she hated these
people, their righteousness, their machinations and secrecy, and,

above all, their exclusion of her. Even Guido, a servant, knew more
than she did.

‘Secundus arranged to be sent with her to a village in the
mountains, and used his influence to get her a job in the orphanage
with him. He always hoped that she would adopt a child one day,
but she never did.’

Patrissia hung her head. ‘Oh God.

‘You must understand, Patrissia—It’s not your father or Secundus
who has kept her hidden from you. Yes, it was their wish when you
were young and in their care, but afterwards—when you deserted
your father, deserted your husband—" He stopped, looking at her
with tired eyes filled with love and sorrow, ‘It was Claudia herself.
They are her wishes.”

‘T don’t believe you!” Patrissia said angrily, wiping her cheeks with
her hand. ‘It can’t be true. I'm her sister.

He flinched at her tone.

‘Guido, speak to me. Where is she? I’'m not leaving until you tell

>

me.

There was a long silence, broken only by the sound of traffic from
the city below.

‘Patrissia, you give me a hard choice,” he said at last with a deep
sigh. ‘Either I betray the dying, or I betray the living. Such is life.
You will find your sister in Morlupo. A bus goes there once a day.
But prepare yourself. She is not well, and has become fragile and
old before her time’ He turned his head, and anticipating
disappointment, asked. ‘Shall I tell your father you were here?’

‘No.
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‘No words at all for him?’
‘No.’

*
“You have had a visitor, Signore Vecchia. Patrissia, your daughter,
came to see you while you were asleep, but she couldn’t stay.’

The old man opened his eyes. ‘I have no daughters, Guido.” His
voice was weak and hoarse. After a moment he added, ‘Did she
come for forgiveness?’

‘Si, Signore. She wished for your blessing.’

‘Ah.” The faded green eyes strayed to the ceiling. ‘At last.” The
cords in his thin grey hands tensed as he twisted the ebony beads of
the rosary lying between them.

‘If she comes again...” Guido bent over the bed to hear the low,
panted words. ‘Tell her that there is no forgiveness in me, and in
any case I have not the power. It is God she has to answer to.’

Guido crossed himself. ‘Si, S7gnore.

“Tell her...” the dying man closed his eyes, his lips thin and hard.
“Tell her that God sees into her soul and weeps. Tell her that.”
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Unearthly summits

It had been a long journey and Patrissia was tired, but when the
village came into view at last, she asked the driver to stop and let
her out at the bottom of the hill.

As the bus clattered off, she took a deep breath and, adjusting her
sun hat, began to walk up the steep path, her neck dripping with
sweat, her mouth dry, her stomach in knots.

I#’s what I want, she told herself, and it’s the right thing to do. I'm
doing it for Ciara as well as myself. 1t’s Claudia who’s being selfish
now.

The path got steeper, and Patrissia stopped half-way up to get her

breath, the clicking of cicadas filling her head like a hundred
rosaries. She touched her neck where Claudia’s necklace hung,
wondering what she would say to her.

Another passenger had followed her off the bus, and, as she took a
pack of cigarettes from her bag, he passed her, smiling a greeting,
his feet throwing up small clouds of dust, hot in her nostrils.

Lighting a cigarette, she took a few drags before throwing it down,
twisting it under her foot until no spark could remain. She looked
up, her eyes following the path meandering towards the summit,
where it grew so steep that the rock had been hewn into three steps.

She stood for a moment inhaling the dusty air left by the man who
had passed her, and then continued, slightly breathless and
lightheaded.

What would she find here? What had her carefree, rebellious sister
becomer She tried to picture the worn-out recluse that Guido had
described in the park, spitting the words angrily over the rich domes
of the city, but it was impossible.

As she hauled herself onto the broken stone wall below the steps,
a green lizard flopped off, grazing her arm as it fell, and ran away
into the scrub. More scampered out from their hiding places,
scrabbling for cover as she finally stepped onto the ridge.

Dirty and sweaty, all she could think about was getting a drink.
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*

The man from the bus was sitting under the shade of an orange
tree outside the village café, wiping his brow. Patrissia nodded a
greeting to him and sat down, kicking off her shoes, thankful for
rest. She did not want to meet Claudia like a tourist on a day trip,
but as a pilgrim and penitent. How else could she face her?

She stared out at the late afternoon sun, which still scorched the
earth. In its glare the blotched and neglected facades of the houses
around her seemed to crumble forlornly into their parched
foundations. What purgatory it would have been for Claudia to
move to such a place. The air of desertion, the dilapidated buildings
—Patrissia could not accept that this was the way things should be.

It could easily have happened to me.

A vivid memory of the burnt-out Etruscan tombs she and Claudia
had been taken to see as gitls crept up on her—Dark, frightening
holes in the ground where she had been petrified by fear and
suffocated by the fierce stifling heat. Claudia had held her hand

tightly and whispered in her ear, telling her not to be scared.

She felt the same fear now and, closing her eyes, tried to breathe it
out, but she could not prevent everything come flooding back: the
big car idling in the square outside the house, Claudia getting into
the back seat, her mother crying; and finally the sound of tyres
screeching and the unforgettable silence that followed. It was the
last time she had seen her sister.

Her father had lost no time in moving her into Claudia’s old room.
It was a delightful room, spacious, light and airy: it was also the
easiest for Guido’s men to keep an eye on. From that day she was
never left alone. The men were there whenever she emerged, day
and night. They followed her to school, then university, even on her
few dates. They vetted her friends. Only inside that room was there
respite. How she hated them!

‘Buongiorno, Signora. We don’t often get such beautiful strangers
here,” said the waiter, appearing at her side with a welcoming smile.
‘What would you like?’

‘Buongiorno. A mint cordial. Tell me, Signore, I'm looking for a
another beautiful woman—at least, she was so when last I saw her,’
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Patrissia said regretfully, and almost to herself. ‘Her name is Claudia
Vecchia. I was told she came to live in this village a long time ago,
thirty years. She would have been in her teens, and truly very pretty.
But perhaps she’s not so pretty now. Do you know where I can find
her?’

I can’t think of anyone like that. Have you tried the police?’
‘It’s personal. Are you sure? A village—everyone would know her.”

‘St Signora, everyone would know.” He shrugged. ‘Perhaps she
died. I will ask the mayor for you if you don’t mind waiting.’

Patrissia shivered. “That’s very kind. Gragze, Signore.

With a brief smile, he vanished inside the café, pausing only to talk
to Patrissia’s fellow passenger from the bus, who glanced in
Patrissia’s direction, and left a few minutes later.

This bloody country, she thought. Nothing is what it seems on the
surface. Everything is conspiracy.

*

‘How are you, Claudia, cara mia? Are you rested?’

Claudia looked up from her old wooden chair, shading her eyes.
‘Ciao, Roberto. Thank you, yes.’

He leaned over and kissed her cheek gently, looking into her eyes.

‘Are you feeling up to a visitor? An Englishwoman arrived on the
bus. She is at the café, asking for you.’

‘English? How strange.” Claudia gazed out to the mountains
behind him.

‘Mario says she looks rich. Perhaps she is a friend from before?
Certainly she has come far.’

‘My only friends are here, Roberto.” She smiled weakly, then to his
surprise, added, ‘But the woman must be tired after such a long
journey.’

‘57, he nodded, ‘very tired.’

‘An Englishwoman would not like this heat, Claudia said, her
faraway gaze intensifying.
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He made a show of fanning his face. ‘No, indeed, Claudia. It’s too
hot to breathe. I expect she’ll be exhausted after such a long
journey.’

‘Bring her, then. We must give her somewhere to rest from the

sun.’

Roberto nodded. I’ll tell Mario.’

A wvisitor? the woman thought, and from England? 1 know no-one
from England, except...for the thousandth time she strained her
memory, trying to recall the details of the dreadful fantasy that had
been her life. Her life...Where had it gone?’

T can’t think why anyone would want to see me. Perhaps she
brings news of my father’s death.”

She sat and waited patiently, twisting the worn bones of her rosary.
Presently she heard someone approach and, pushing herself up
from the chait, took the carafe of water with her to refill at the
kitchen tap. The clatter of footsteps came closer and she saw a well-
dressed woman come around the side of the house and pass the
window where she was watching.

The Englishwoman looked strangely familiar, and Claudia stood
still, letting the carafe overflow, wondering why she seemed to
know her. Turning off the tap and wiping the carafe dry on her thin
cotton apron, she picked up another glass and went out onto the
veranda.

*

Patrissia turned at the sound of glasses clinking and saw a hollow-
eyed woman, shabbily dressed, staring at her. The woman’s
expression was not friendly. As she put the glass and carafe down
on the table, her eyes narrowed.

‘That’s my necklace,” she said. ‘Why are yox wearing it?” The
woman came a few steps closer. Suddenly her eyes widened and she
put her hand to her mouth. ‘No, it can’t be...Patrissia?’ She sat
down heavily, eyes closed. ‘Please, leave. I can’t see you. Please
leave now, I don’t want this, leave me alone.” She began to cry
softly, head down, hands in her lap, the old chair creaking.
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Patrissia knelt beside her, hardly believing that this haggard,
angular woman was her sister. She tried to take her hand, but
Claudia’s thin, wasted fingers didn’t stop moving, clasping and
unclasping like the tendrils of an anemone. Her hair, that used to

tumble down her back in a mass of waves, was now cut severely to
her shoulders, and shuddered as she sobbed.

*

Claudia became gradually calmer as Patrissia spoke to her softly,
telling her of her own solitary childhood after Claudia had
disappeared, her failed marriage, the loss of their mother, and her
own tift with their father. The two sisters had not touched, not a
kiss—there was too much time between them.

At last Claudia began to speak. Her voice, like her body, was thin
and strained.

‘T was taken to a convent, Patrissia. They were kind. They looked
after me, and I thought...but when my baby was born they took her
away. I held her for an hour, and then she was gone. The labour
had been long, and I was hurt, exhausted, but they couldn’t stop
me,” she said with sudden satisfaction. ‘I screamed for three days, I
tore the sheets, I bled, I attacked anyone who came near me. 1
almost died, Patrissia.

‘They said I was mad, but I knew I wasn’t. First I blamed Ignatius
— She stopped and her forehead wrinkled. “Who’s Ignatius?’

Patrissia stared at her in surprise and concern. ‘Ignatius, cara mia?
He was your lover.”

‘Ah, Ignatius, yes I remember now. He was so passionate! So in
love with me!” She paused. ‘And I was so beautiful then.’

She began to cry, but pushed Patrissia’s hand away when she tried
to comfort her.

‘Did you love him?’

‘No, of course not!” she said, banging the table with her fist. ‘He
was handsome, but the way Secundus and my father treated him—I
pitied him?!’

‘Did he hurt you?’
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‘No, Patrissia, he couldn’t hurt me, it was the Sisters!” Claudia said
with sudden venom. ‘I hated them for taking my baby away. How I
longed for my little girl! How I cried and tore myselfl’

Claudia lifted her sleeve exposing the rude red scars, and then her
head jerked. “Where’s my baby?” Her eyes closed, and, she began to
sing very softly, cradling her empty arms and rocking gently.

There was a long silence as the last notes faded in the hot air.
Claudia was breathing heavily, her lips apart, great tears running
down her cheeks.

Patrissia kissed her sister’s forehead, stroking her hair, not
knowing what else to do.

The man, Roberto, reappeared from the side of the house holding
a basket of fruit. When he saw Claudia, he gently beckoned Patrissia
away. ‘Don’t be alarmed, Signora. She won’t remember.’

‘You were on the bus with me, weren’t you? You passed me on the
path.’

“Yes, signora. I came from the monastery. I am a friend.”

‘Oh. What’s wrong with her? I thought she worked in the
orphanager’

‘Ah, the orphanage. Yes, she plays with the children sometimes.
She isn’t always like this. She has good days, and the children love
her. It makes her happy. The nuns make sure she comes to no
harm.

Roberto offered her an orange from the basket. She took it,
scraping her nail across the rough skin and inhaling its scent.
‘Mmm, it smells so fresh.’

He smiled. ‘Excuse me one moment.’

Patrissia bit into the fruit and automatically reached into her bag
for a cigarette, watching as he put the basket on the table and took
out a long knife. Deftly quartering two of the oranges, he placed
them in a heap in front of Claudia and bent to kiss her forehead.

‘Is Secundus at the orphanage?’ asked Patrissia when he returned,
exhaling a long plume of smoke that swirled and faded into the hot
air.
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‘No, he’s not there, Signora. He’s old now, and spends most of his
time in the monastery.” He waved vaguely in the direction of the
mountains. ‘He won’t see anyone.’

‘How do you know?’
I live there too.’
‘Oh, I see.” Patrissia’s eyes strayed back to Claudia.

Roberto followed her gaze. ‘She’ll be OK, Signora, but it would be
best to leave her for a little while. It’s cool in the house. Or I could
show you the village?’

‘Thank you, but I think I need a little time to myself.’

‘As you wish, Signora. I will be in the garden if you need anything.
Just call, I will hear you.”

Patrissia watched as he emptied the rest of his fruit onto a pile of

scorched white cloths in the far corner of the veranda and,
humming softly to himself, took the basket back out into the
lowering sun.

*

The house was small and old. Patrissia had forgotten how people
lived in these hill villages. In the kitchen there was only a plain table,
a gas stove with a battered gas bottle beside it—that must be
another of Roberto’s jobs—and a sideboard. In the adjoining room
there was a single armchair in front of an open fire, a large plain
cross on the wall, and below it a small table with a candle. There
were no photographs or pictures anywhere.

She stared through the window at the thin, ragged figure rocking
back and forth. What had she done to her sister? A whole life
wasted. Patrissia closed her eyes and prayed for forgiveness.

When she opened them again, Roberto was kneeling down by
Claudia, raising a glass first to her lips then to his own. Patrissia
stood still at the window, not moving, her reflection overlaid on the
lovers as they touched foreheads, their eyes closed.
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*

When Patrissia returned to the veranda, Claudia was alone and
gazing out at the mountains again, her eyes clear, her hands quiet in
her lap. Patrissia sat down in front of her on the slatted boards and
crossed her legs, tugging off her shoes with relief.

Having prepared herself for more tears, she was surprised when
Claudia spoke, staring over her head.

‘Why now, Patrissia, after all these years?’

‘Because I wanted to see you.” She watched her sister move her lips
as if talking to herself.

‘How did you find me? Only Secundus knows I'm here.’

Patrissia nodded and took a slow sip of water. She thought about
lying, but decided against it. ‘I had an unexpected visitor.” She tried
to smile but found herself too nervous. ‘It was your daughter.’

Everything went quiet. Even the chirp of the cicadas ebbed to a
sporadic hum. All she could hear was Claudia’s faint breath.

‘I knew this would happen one day,” she said at last.

Patrissia realised that she had been holding her breath, and let it
out with relief. ‘She’s a beautiful woman, Claudia. She has your
voice, your eyes, even your hair. She wants to meet you.’

Patrissia watched Claudia’s delicate features buckle and narrow.

‘Claudia, I never knew anything about what happened to you. They
told me you’d gone to boarding school. I could never understand
why I wasn’t allowed to visit you and why you never came home
like the other gitls. Then they said you’d gone abroad to university.
Nobody #0/d me!l All I ever knew was that somehow it was zy fault.
I'm so sorry.’

Claudia’s eyes turned to her. They were no longer watery and
vague, but intense, alive. She took Patrissia’s hand in hers.

You’re my little sister,” she said gently. ‘But that was a long time
ago. You mustn’t be my little sister any more. We’re women. You've
lived your life and I've lived mine—" Her voice was low and soft
now. ‘Maybe that’s just the way it was meant to be.’

Patrissia squeezed Claudia’s hand. T’'m here now.’
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‘And I'm glad you came.’
‘Ciara’s desperate to find you.”

‘Ciara? Is that what they called her?” Claudia shook her head. ‘No.
Look at me. You saw me earlier—sometimes I’'m not really here.’
She smiled and tapped her head. T've nothing to offer her. She

mustn’t find me—Yo# never found me.” She slowly shook her head.
“Tell her that.

‘Oh, Claudia, I wish you’d give it some time. Just think about it for
a few days.’

Patrissia saw her eyes flicker.
‘How did she find you?’

Patrissia thumbed the necklace, turning it over and over. How to
describe the events of the past months?

‘By chance. She was looking for you—"

But Claudia wasn’t listening. She had eased herself onto her feet,
and was brushing the flimsy material of her dress.

‘It doesn’t matter now.’
‘But—’

‘T'm happy here. I don’t want to know. Really, I don’t. It’s enough
that I've seen yox.” She took Patrissia’s hand. ‘My big little sister.’

They stared into each other’s eyes. The distance between them had
at last melted away and they clung softly, comforting each other.

‘Do you remember how the sun used to make stripes on my
bedroom wall in the evening, and you used to say they were a weird
colour, like no colour on earth?’

‘No. Did I?’
Claudia laughed. “Yes, you did. Put your shoes on. 'm going to

show you no colour on earth.’

*

After a few minutes walk the narrow street opened out onto a
terraced hillside. Well-worn tracks veered off at angles between
tufts of scorched grass and slabs of yellow rock, and the regular,
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tranquil monotony of stubby trees curved upwards across the wavy
mountains. Patrissia stood entranced, unmoving, while her eyes
were tugged into the mauve sky, where a solitary bird wheeled.

It’s just like a painting, Claudia’s voice whispered. “You were
always drawing and painting—You painted me lots of times, do you
remember?’

‘T remember.’

The waning light turned the landscape into a colossal sculpture,
immense and dark, just a few accents of colour remaining alive in
the splintered contours.

Claudia turned and kissed her cheek. ‘I’'m tired.” But Patrissia was
barely listening, and, distracted by the silence and vastness that
rolled out ahead of her, she didn’t notice as Claudia’s head fell.

She felt entirely insignificant in the presence of these unearthly
summits, their beauty unreachable except to the artist who would
live there, and to the saint who would die there.
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Part 3 Low life

Are you still there?
‘Hi, Marc, I’'m back. How’re things?’

Phone clamped between ear and shoulder, Patrissia struggled to
undo her sandals, hopping from one foot to the other. Her suitcase
sat on the doormat where she had dropped it.

‘Patrissia?’

“Yes, it’s me. I can’t tell you how nice it is to be home,” she
gabbled, kicking her sandals under the coat rack.

She heard the creak of his chair. ‘Marc— She hesitated, wondering
what to say. ‘I found Claudia.’

‘Good,” he said, after a pause.

‘She’s living in a village in the mountains near Rome.” She wasn’t
surprised when he didn’t respond. ‘Ciara doesn’t know I went to see
her, does she?’

‘Not from me, no.’
‘Good.’

There was another silence. Patrissia tried to imagine what was
going through his mind, but drew a blank. Could he really be so
insensitive to her feelings, so indifferent to such a momentous
event? But she was too tired to argue.

‘So, what have you been up to? Have you been busy?’
‘Not particularly.’

‘No? What about Wednesday’s meeting? Did you all survive
without me?’

‘I gave some notes to Jamie. I assume all went well—At least, I
haven’t heard anything to suggest otherwise.’

So you didn’t go? Why not?” Patrissia asked, immediately
regretting her tone and adding, ‘Although Jamie would have been
delighted to be back in the hot seat. He loves holding court, and




whatever you might think of him, he’s certainly got a way of putting
people at their ease.” Unlike you, she thought, feeling her jaw begin
to ache.

“Yes, he has, hasn’t he?’

‘And have you spoken to Ciara?’
‘No, I haven’t.

She felt his antagonism like a recurring toothache, and suppressing
what had become a familiar irritation at how closed he was to her,
took a deep breath before continuing, ‘Marc, it would be nice to see
you—I really want to straighten things out between us. I know it’s a
bit late, but I could come over, if you like?’

Tve got to be up early tomorrow, so tonight probably isn’t a good
idea.

‘Oh?’

T’'m going to Arundel—T’ll be leaving at around eight.’

She grasped the opportunity with relief. ‘Arundel sounds nice. I've
never been. I could drive us both if you like?’

‘No, it’s to do with work. I've already packed my drawings, and
I’m delivering a finished piece on the way.’

‘T'm sure I'll be able to squeeze in.’

She could hear him breathing quite clearly, and then the click of a
cigarette lighter and a long exhalation. ‘Of course. In that case I'd
advise you to wear something you don’t mind getting dusty.’

T be fine. I'll see you tomorrow before eight, then.”

She had wandered into the kitchen during the call, and found
herself sitting at the bare table. Resting the phone on her bulging
bag she put her chin in her hands, staring dully around the room,
which somehow seemed unfamiliar. Even the squat red bulk of the
Aga could not reassure her.

Was it nice to be home?

And was Marc really worth this much effort? Rejecting the
predictable future she foresaw with Theo would not be difficult, but
when she thought of giving up on Marc, frustrating and hostile as
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he was, she felt only an intense feeling of loss. Incomprehensible as
it was to her, she couldn’t give up yet.

An indefinable sadness settled over her. She noticed it behind her,
crouching in the shadows, and in front of her, transparent as a
ghost, and then it was everywhere, even when she closed her eyes.

*

It was almost noon the next day by the time Marc and Patrissia
found themselves strolling up the gentle incline of Arundel’s
cobbled high street. Marc paused to extract his lighter, and they
stood for a moment while he lit a cigarette.

He had listened without comment to an edited outline of her
reunion with Claudia, only nodding when Patrissia said that
Claudia’s life was one of peace and contentment.

She strongly suspected that his indifference was faked, and that he
was clinging on to something he thought he had found with Claudia
—and hadn’t found with her. It made her feel that she was
competing with her sister in a race she didn’t want, and that she
couldn’t win.

It was a decidedly unfamiliar feeling, and she didn’t know how to
deal with it. It disturbed her more than she wanted to admit. If she
had had the same feeling with Theo or any of the others, she would
have walked out by now, but Marc seemed to have the same power
over her as Johnny had had, and that disturbed her too. She didn’t
want that again, the feeling that she was being stupidly compliant,
was demeaning herself, and the resentment that filled her then, the
anger at herself.

But this wasn’t the time to have an argument. She decided to
change tack.

‘Why don’t you try to get to a few more meetings, Marc? They’ve
really taken off now, you know—I'm amazed at the positive
feedback I've had from people, considering we’ve only been going a
couple of months. I think the group confession thing is really
working.’

‘Hmm,” Marc grunted. ‘Contrition, confession, absolution—Who
could resist?’
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‘Of course. But it’s people’s openness and honesty that really
surprises me—my own most of all.’

‘I should like to have heard your honesty, Patrissia.”
There it was again, that criticism. I’z not good enough for him.

“Then you should get there on time,” she laughed. ‘T’ve noticed that
Jamie doesn’t say much, though. He’s happy inviting everyone else
to take part, but he hardly says anything about himself at all.”

Marc shrugged. ‘Confession doesn’t just happen, you have to
prepare the way, and it is only the start. Contrition isn’t saying sorry.
It implies a firm desire and a real intention not to sin again, not just
gratitude for being forgiven. Maybe Jamie recognises that his way is
not yet entirely ready.

‘But it’s Roy who interests me,” he went on. ‘He reminds me of
myself sometimes.’

‘Roy?’ repeated Patrissia, surprised. “You’re nothing like Roy!’

Marc was silent, his eyes dim. Patrissia wondered what he was
thinking, reflecting at the same time that she spent more time in
that frustrating pursuit than she did in being with him. Silence or
lies, it doesn’t matter, both hold you at arm’s length.

‘What have you come to see? It must be pretty compelling to bring
you all the way down here.’

‘A book of poetry that’s being displayed in the FitzAlan Chapel. It
contains some writings by St Catherine of Siena. She wrote some of
the poems you’ve been quoting at the meetings, but she’s most
famous for her idea of there being two bridges to God: the bridge
over the travails of our earthly existence, and the bridge from earth
to heaven.’

A clue about building bridges between people would be more useful.
“T'o the castle then?” he said at last. “You’ve never been?’
‘No, never.’

‘Even if its Catholic history doesn’t interest you, it’s a marvellous
building. Why don’t you take a stroll through the grounds while I
take care of my work here? The gardens are magnificent.”
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Patrissia’s insides froze. Reading poetry was work? And her
presence would spoil it?

‘Oh. Well, I suppose I can keep myself amused in God’s bountiful
garden of delights while you read your poetry.’

Marc nodded and turned towards the chapel while Patrissia
continued along the privet hedge and made her way to the other
side of the castle. The path meandered along grassy avenues lined
with trim flowerbeds, but their ‘magnificence’ was not enough to
stop her wondering whether there was anything that she and Marc
could share.

Patrissia was dejected at her own pessimism, but it matched her
mood of the last week. If being with Marc—and he was only the
latest in a succession of disappointments, she reminded herself—
only exacerbated her loneliness, perhaps it was a sign. Maybe
loneliness was her lot.

She found herself climbing a narrow spiral staircase into the castle,
under a high arched walkway. Undaunted by the wind funnelling
into her legs, she tucked her hair into the collar of her coat and let
her eyes follow the curving parapet to the other side of the circular
tower, gazing at the view beyond. Little by little, the wind calmed
her.

It came to her for the thousandth time that it was only when she
gave herself up to the elemental moment—to cold, rain, heat,
painting, making love—that she felt connected to the world.

Patrissia stood in the wind until her shivering began to attract
glances from other people. She didn’t care, but looking at her watch
she saw that it was probably time to descend. She had to persist
with Marc. In a strange way, his suffering gave her hope.

She gathered herself. She could at least try to make the day
pleasant for them both.

Coming out of the castle, she saw Marc already sitting on a stone
bench outside the chapel. He looked up as she approached.

‘T hope you enjoyed the gardens. They’re quite famous.’

‘Very nice—but the castle itself was far more interesting.” Patrissia
smiled, watching his face. He had no expression except for a kind
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of blank and joyless acceptance of the wind that whipped his hair
into his unflinching eyes.

Two peas in a pod.

*

Once outside the grounds, Patrissia stopped to light a cigarette,
determined to engage his attention any way she could.

T enjoyed our little excursion, Marc, thank you.” She tucked her
hand through the crook of his arm. ‘Arundel Castle on a summer’s
day, who could ask for more?” She blew out a plume of blue smoke.
‘Did you enjoy the poetry? Did you find your bridge to God?’

He shrugged. ‘I came for the historical content, Patrissia. There is
nothing new in her words, pretty though you might find them.’

Patrissia forced a smile. ‘Pretty? They’re love letters to God!’

Yes, well.

Patrissia took a long drag of her cigarette, and exhaled sharply,
blowing out a cloud of smoke. “You really didn’t go to Wednesday’s
meeting? Were you ill again?’

He shook his head.

So what have you been doing? she thought. Lgnoring the meetings,
ignoring your daughter—Have yon even thought about me?

‘Marc,” she said, her determination to keep things pleasant
evaporating, ‘I’ve no idea what you think—or what you feel—about
us.” Their pace dropped until they came to a standstill at the corner
of the tobacconist that straddled the top of the hill. ‘Are we lovers?
Partners? What?’

She looked up into his eyes, partly hidden from her by his dark
brows as he bowed his head. Up close, she thought she saw traces
of dried tears. Had he really been reading poetry in the chapel?

‘We’re part of a whole new family now, Patrissia, that’s the
important thing.’

‘Family?” She said the word out loud in surprise, tasting its
inflection. ‘Do you mean Ciara?’

‘I mean our fellowship of lost souls,” he said with an amused snort.
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‘Oh’

She wanted to know what the agreement was between them, or at
least the intention, but from Marc’s expression he clearly wasn’t
going to commit himself to anything. She stuffed her hands into her
pockets and sniffed.

The sun had slipped behind the rooftops and the first waft of a
chill ripped through the air. She pulled her coat closer around her,
and watched as a skein of geese rose elegantly into the dusk and,
with heavy wings, lifted their dark backs across the sky.

She wondered at the symmetry of their formation. They had
certainly not made an explicit agreement to fly in such a perfect
pattern. Each propelled only itself, yet it seemed to her as if they
were joined each to the other by an invisible string. None of them
could be thinking about where they were going, it was just the
moment, the flight, that they were concerned with. Perhaps that
was beauty enough.

*

Having carefully adjusted the seat to his satisfaction, Roy leaned
out of the open window and twisted the side-mirror until he could
see the trolley he’d put by the rear wheel. The trolley was yellow—
nice and bright.

He still couldn’t quite believe that Jamie had kept his word about
getting him the van. It must be nice to know people who just
happen to have a seven-and-a-half tonner lying about, he thought.
Where did Jamie find them? He met a lot of people, Roy supposed,
a sociable bloke like him.

But Roy was trying, wasn’t he? He went to the meetings. But even
at the meetings he only seemed to talk to Jamie and Sian, and then
not for long. Patrissia and Marc ignored him, and as for the others,
he didn’t even know their names.

He’d have to stand up and say something, sort of introduce
himself. The thought made his blood run cold. He’d have to start
listening to what the others said a bit more, although when he did
listen he couldn’t really remember anything most of the time, so it
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was a bit pointless. He didn’t really understand. It all sounded so
divorced from his actual life.

“You’ve got to try, mate,” Jamie had told him. ‘If you don’t make a
noise, nobody’ll notice you.’

Roy had thought that Patrissia would talk to him more, but apart
from the occasional ‘How are you?” she was too busy with Marc and
Sian to speak to anyone else, except Jamie, of course. And since
Marc always turned up late or left early she seemed to be talking to
Sian all the time, and Roy hardly had a look-in.

With another glance in the mirror, he opened the door and
wheeled the trolley round to the other side of the van so he could
adjust the passenger side.

As soon as he’d picked it up Roy had put plastic covers on the
seats, a strip of gaffer tape on the arm rest, and new rubber mats on
the floor. Got to look after the van. Jamie’d probably want to check
it from time to time, and Roy wanted to show him it was being
looked after.

He looked at his watch. It was time for the meeting. Picking up the
trolley, he put it in the back, tying it to the side bars. He didn’t like
things rattling about, you always found whatever it was had got
damaged or had damaged something else. Tie whatever you could
down, that was his motto.

That seemed to be how it worked with most people, too. You tie
them down or they tie you down. He thought he remembered Marc
talking about it in one of the meetings. Control and resentment,
he’d called it, vanity and weakness. That was just the way it was.

It all seemed pretty stupid.
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Forgive and forget

The little car stopped in the middle of the crowded car park.
‘Thanks, Manu, I'll get a lift home.’

‘OK. Don’t be late, There’s a couple of frozen pizzas I can put in
the oven. You sure you’re warm enough? It’s bloody cold out there.
Think of the baby—You don’t want to get a chill. There’s a scarf in
the back.’

‘Thanks, I'll be OK. "Bye.’
‘Love you.’
“Yeah. See you later.

Sian struggled out of the car and waddled towards the green
double doors. She let out a long breath, relieved to be out of the
car, out of the flat and away from Manu’s fussing. Slowly climbing
the stairs, hand on belly, she cursed him for making her late.

Jamie had obviously just made a joke, and entering the hall, she
was grateful for the flurry of light chuckles that greeted her,
allowing her to take her seat anonymously at the back. The chair
was cold and uncomfortable, making her shiver. She looked around
to see if there was a thermostat she could turn up.

‘Anyway, joking aside, this week the theme is Reconciliation, Jamie
was saying. ‘Er, Marc’s down to open, but it looks like he’s not
coming. Does anyone know for sure?” He leaned over to where
Patrissia was writing something in a notebook. “Trish? D’you know
whether Marc will be delighting us with his presence this evening?’

She didn’t look up. ‘He’s not answering his phone, so who knows?’

‘OK then,” said Jamie, smiling encouragingly, ‘does anyone else
feel like opening?’

There was a long silence before Roy slowly raised his hand.
‘Er, I’ll do it if no-one else wants to.”

‘Excellent. Thanks Roy,” said Jamie, smiling at him without
enthusiasm. ‘Come on up, mate. Trish will swap places with you.
Take the hot seat, we’re all ears.’
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Surprised, Patrissia watched Roy as he walked to the top table, a
huge blush suffusing his face and neck.

‘Don’t be nervous,” she whispered as she gave up her seat for him,
‘there’s no need. Take your time.’

But he couldn’t concentrate on what she was saying. He couldn’t
even remember what be was going to say. Where did you start? At
the beginning, usually.

His memories of childhood were sparse and patchy—his most
vivid recollection was of sitting in his room, listening to his parents
argue downstairs. But even that was a hazy amalgam of feelings
rather than an actual memory.

And now here he was in another room, this one full of strangers,
all waiting for him to speak. He could already feel sweat breaking
out on his forehead. But he had to tell them what it was like being
him. He didn’t think they really understood.

‘Roy?” prompted Patrissia, softly. ‘Are you ready?’

‘Oh, yeah, sorry,” he apologised, turning back his cuffs. “‘Yeah. My
name’s Roy. I've been to all the meetin’s, yeah.’

Jamie was idly stroking the cover of the blank book, a half-hearted
smile on his face.

He’s bored already, thought Roy. Well, sod ’im, 1'm not doin’ it for

.

‘I "aven’t thought about reconciliation till now, I gotta be ’onest
with yer. Mind you, I wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, me mum
used to say. Me mum an’ dad: yeah, well, they got married pretty
young: Catholics. Dunno why they bothered ’avin’ kids really, don’t
think they even liked each other. They were always shoutin’ and
swearin’. Mum was the worst, pickin’ at everythin—Nothin’ was
right. She was always in a bad mood, except when she was laughin’
for no reason.’

He glanced at Jamie, whose smile had disappeared. Patrissia, sitting
in Roy’s vacated seat, seemed to be listening too, her head to one
side as if she was really concentrating.

‘Basically, I was left alone when I was a kid,” Roy went on,
encouraged. ‘We never ’ad no visitors an’ I wasn’t allowed friends
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round. Me dad used to go out all the time, an’ I can’t say I blamed
him. Mum’d watch TV or phone ’er mates or whatever. Sometimes
she’d heat up some rice pud for me an’ go out herself. I used to
keep out of ’er way.’

Patrissia was now actually leaning forward, her eyes fixed on him.
He felt sweat running down his ribs, and he ran his hand round the
neck of his thick jumper, releasing a blast of heat that made his eyes
blink.

‘Well,” he managed to continue, exhaling another stream of hot air,
‘me mum went to the local convent school an’ that, an’ she sent me
there too, but I can’t remember anythin’ else she did that was
religious, unless takin’ the Lord’s name in vain counts. She used to
tell me God was watchin’ me an’ I'd better not get up to anythin’,
but I didn’t get up to much anyway, so ’e must’ve got pretty bored.’

Roy looked round at the sound of the vestibule doors closing.
Marc was standing in the shadows near the entrance. Feeling
obscurely that he had an ally now among these privileged and
uncomprehending strangers, Roy relaxed his shoulders and stood a
little more upright.

‘So, anyway, when I was fifteen, me dad just disappeared,” he
continued, still watching Marc out of the corner of his eye. ‘Never
’eard from him since. Dunno whete ’e went. An’ then me mum,
well, she ’ad a load of boyfriends an’ that, an’ I was just in the way,
an’ she went to live with one of ’em when I was sixteen an’ that was
that.”

Marc hadn’t moved, and Roy began to wonder if he had talked too
long or if he wasn’t doing it propetly, and swallowing elaborately in
spite of his dry mouth, he tried to think about how he was going to
stop.

T joined the army but I didn’t like it, an’ I just sorted of drifted
around livin’ in various bedsits an’ went on the dole for a few
months. Then me mate asked me to ’elp im move some furniture
an’ it seemed pretty easy so I started doin’ that.”

The sweat had reached his waist and he felt his wet shirt pulling at
his skin whenever he shifted position. But if he stopped now, he
knew he probably wouldn’t be able to get the courage again.
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‘But anyway, I know I'm s’posed to get to the point, but I never
’ad a chance to do any reconciliations, like, y’know, with me parents
an’ that. Things just ’appened to me, an’ people just appeared an’
disappeared, an’ there was no talkin’ about anythin’ or sayin’ sorry.
So I don’t know ’ow it works really. I mean, what’s s’posed to
happen? Do people just get together again? Should I go look for me
mum an’ dad? ’Ello, mum, ’ello dad, let’s all shake *ands? I can’t see
that ’appenin’ really, not unless someone ’its me over the ’ead or
somethin’ an’ I lose me memory.’

He laughed nervously, wondering how much longer he could keep
going. He could feel Marc’s eyes boring into him.

1 mean, ’ow can memories go away? We’re talkin’ about
reconciliation, but if yer've got no control over yer life, like me, an
odd-job man who no-one takes no notice of, I mean, yer don’ get
much of a chance do yer? No-one explains anythin’, so ’ow can yer
understand what’s goin’ on? And, reconciliation—well, in one way,
I probably wouldn’t mind bein’ reconciled with me mum and dad,
but I don” know where they are. Maybe they’re dead for all I know.
I mean, yer all talk like everyone ’as the choice, but some of us
don’t, do we?’

Patrissia was still watching him thoughtfully, but he could not
make out her exact expression. He assumed it was pity.

Yeah. So it ain’t that I don’t want to, but, well, ’ow? An’ these
days, I don’t ’ave anyone to get reconciled with. I don’ see too many
folks, day to day. I keep meself to meself.”

He petered out, aware of Jamie’s mobile phone flashing repeatedly
up at him. Marc had disappeared too. He wasn’t surprised. In his
experience, if yer ever thought yer were getting pally with someone
they’d pretty soon find a reason to bugger off.

‘An’ as for girlfriends and stuff, well, when they’ve decided it’s
over, it’s over whether yer like it or not, so what’re yer supposed to
do? They only tell yer to leave ’em alone if yer try to phone ’em, or
don’t even pick up.’

Roy stopped, looking like all the stuffing had been knocked out of
him. He did not enjoy talking about his girlfriends, or lack of them,
to anyone, let alone a room full of strangers, but if they listened to
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Patrissia talking about her blokes, they could bloody well listen to
him.

‘Br, well, tha’s it. I can’t think of any more to say about
reconciliation, ’cos I haven’t had any. I gotta be ’onest, mate,” he
said, looking across at Jamie, ‘I don’ really know what it means.” He
shrugged his shoulders. “Thanks for lettin’ me speak, though.’

‘Great. Thanks Roy,” said Jamie. ‘It’s good to hear it from the
other side. I'm sure all the men here will identify with that—Us
blokes never get a say, do we?” He winked at Marc, then turned to
the room, his customary grin widening.

‘So, what about it? Can anyone tell Roy what reconciliation
means?” His head twitched from side to side. There was dead quiet.
‘Come on, don’t be shy. We’ve all made a quick detour to the petrol
station for flowers to pacify the better half, haven’t we?’

Bloody hell, he was thinking, we’ve ages to get through yet.
Reluctantly, he raised his eyebrows at Patrissia. “Trish, can you help
us out?’

‘Well, I would have thought reconciliation is a bigger subject than
where to get a cheap bunch of daffs,” Patrissia responded tartly. She
clasped her hands together on the shelf that ran the length of the
pew. ‘Although, truth to tell, 'm no expert, either.” She glanced
around the room. Nobody was smiling. It seemed that none of
them were experts.

T suppose,” she went on, ‘when we talk about reconciliation, we’re
thinking about a family reunion, or lovers getting back together,
aren’t we? Well, those of you who were at the last meeting know my
story, and like Roy’s, my childhood wasn’t exactly a bed of roses.
It’s all very well being pious about forgiving and forgetting, but first
you need one side to want to forgive and forget and then you need
the other party to listen and respond. You have to have
communication if you want reconciliation, don’t you?’

There was a murmur of agreement, and some slow, considered
nods. Marc was now seated, apparently examining something on his
coat sleeve. Patrissia had noticed his entrance too. If he was going
to be late all the time, he could at least pay attention while he was
there, couldn’t he?
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‘As Roy so rightly said, reconciliation takes two,” she continued,
‘and both sides have to want to either preserve something or revive
something. But if either of you thinks there’s no relationship to go
back to, or more likely, that there’s nothing worth preserving—well,
I don’t know. I suppose you just have to get on with your life, be
reconciled with yourself, and let bygones be bygones.”

“Yes, forgiveness...You don’t get much of that in the real world,
Jamie mused aloud, tapping his fingernails on the black book.
Patrissia waited for him to go on, but he had sunk his head into his
shoulders like a tortoise.

‘Anyway, like I said, it’s not just family,” she continued, glancing at
Marc, who still seemed to be preoccupied. ‘I don’t know about
anyone else, but when I'm close to someone, you know, in a
relationship, well, it’s like being on a mountain-top: one minute I’'m
on the upward slope with the sun shining and the birds singing, and
I get to the highest ridge and I balance on it a while and it’s
exhilarating—and then I slip off. And being on the ridge is so
gorgeons, and it’s such a contrast when I'm sliding down the slope
and having to make an effort to get back up...Well, it’s tempting to
let myself go and take the downhill run.’

She seemed to have caught Marc’s attention now, and he was
listening with an intense expression.

It’s only when you’ve tumbled off a few ridges that you realise
that the sun doesn’t shine on every one, and that if only you’d made
that /i#tle bit of an effort, you could have had that sunshine all the
time that you’d wasted sliding down the shady slope.’

She hoped not to accidentally catch Marc’s eye, and was relieved
that his face was no longer visible, hidden behind the bulky woman
in front of him.

It’s been like that with all my boyfriends, and I have to admit I've
always been a downhill racer. One minute, there we are, holding on
to each other on the ridge and laughing in the sun and thinking
we’ll die if we let go, and the next, I'm pushing and pushing till
whoever I'm with Aas to let go, and then that’s it: no going back.
It’s like a switch, on or off.’

She knew she was taking a risk, that Marc might take what she had
said as some kind of oblique warning. She knew how he would
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respond—she could hear him saying it now, ‘Well, if that’s how you
want it, Patrissia’. And there would be no going back.

Suddenly realising that people were too still, she coughed and took
a sip of water. Sian was staring straight at her.

‘On or off—well, that’s the best way really, isn’t it?’ cut in Jamie,
automatically. ‘No point hanging on.” And then glancing at her,
Jamie saw she was biting her lip, her face rigid.

‘Well, thanks Trish, painful stuff.” Jamie was grateful to see Sian

wriggling for his attention. ‘Er, Sian. Have you got something to
add?”

‘T know what you mean about the ridges, Trisha. You’re not the
only one. I've always found it all too much of an effort. I mean,” she
said, holding her big woollen coat close around her, ‘who wants to
climb the same mountain twice anyway? It’s not natural.’

‘No, it’s not.” The voice was Marc’s. ‘But what’s even less natural is
making such personal confessions in public! Is it helpful to hear
how lazy, weak and selfish we are?’

Sian’s face coloured, and Patrissia was just opening her mouth to
defend her, when she began to speak again.

‘Actually, I was just about to agree with you, Marc. I mean, how do
we know what’s appropriate to confess here in front of all these
people? I'm not getting at you, Trisha, it takes guts to say what you
just said, but it doesn’t seem right.

‘When we prepared for confession at school it was a really big deal,
you know—You didn’t just turn up at church ready to splurge the
first thing that came into your head to the whole congregation, like
we seem to do here.’

Marc was nodding furiously.

‘We prayed for days beforehand. We lit candles. The nuns talked
to us about the Sacrament of Reconciliation. We wrote down what
we were ashamed of, and prayed that God would help us to identify
the element of the grace that he might make available to us so that
we could be reconciled with him. We had to pray for a truly contrite
heart—That was the important bit, the bit that began the process of
conversion, the willingness to change.’
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Ob, right, Sian. It’s alright for them, isn’t it, pontificating from the
Judging side of the confessional? They don’t have to live with people
who couldn’t care less about changing themselves, who’ve never tried
and who never will try. Why should I suffer?

Patrissia turned in her seat to address herself directly to Sian.

‘But Sian, don’t we come here because the Catholic-style
confession that you describe didn’t work for us?” She paused. ‘Look
at me. I've never felt like this in a confession box. How could 1
when I knew that on the other side of the curtain was a priest who
couldn’t have the slightest idea what I was talking about, what I fe/s?
Who didn’t even have a personal life?’

Sian eyes were blinking rapidly. I just think it’s really personal
stuff.’

Patrissia nodded. ‘Exactly. I had something of a crisis recently, and
it made me think how important it is that I show other people the
real me, because I've lived with myself for forty years but I still
don’t know what I'm like. I’'m hoping other people—including my
friends here—will tell me what I need to change. So I'm not going
to ask anyone for permission to be myself and to talk honestly
about myself.’

She turned and looked directly at Marc. “Whether or not this is a
confessional.’

“You’re right, Trisha,” came a small voice from the audience. ‘It’s
hard to be yourself when you’re being judged all the time.’

Patrissia, having made her point, was feeling a little lightheaded
and was grateful when Sian continued, ‘Sometimes I feel like I need
permission to breathe.’

Patrissia laughed, slightly hysterically. “Well, you certainly don’t
need my permission. I love what you say, Sian. Honestly.’

Sian felt her cheeks colouring. This time the silence lasted several
seconds before an irascible voice interrupted.

‘Can we get back to the subject, which I believe is Reconciliation?’

Jamie had been listening spellbound to Patrissia’s outpouring, and
was irritated to hear the voice of the man who had preached so
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pompously about honesty at the first meeting. Jamie hadn’t noticed
him since, and had hoped it was the last he’d see of him.

Sorry, I didn’t catch your name?’
‘Philip.’
Jamie felt that he needed to display some authority, and decided,

reluctantly, to put on his glasses. He took them from his inside
pocket and perched them uncomfortably on his nose.

‘Well, Philip, you don’t need my permission. Let’s hear what you
have to say.’

Yes, well, I doubt any of us here gives a damn about
reconciliation, because there are always better things ahead, eh?’
Philip began. ‘Easier slopes, sunnier ridges. But let me tell you,
there aren’t that many sunny ridges. Like me, you’ve probably all
got jobs, money, opportunity—yes, you’ve been lucky—but what
you haven’t got is anyone left on your side, because you’ve given
them nothing, and left them all behind. You might think that the
others here are on your side, but they’re just like you—"

‘Oh, hang on!” interrupted Jamie. ‘Look, I don’t think you know us
very well. I think I speak for most of us here when I say that of
conrse we have others on our side. We have loving relationships,
wives, husbands, children... They’re right behind us, and we, them.”

There was an eruption of nodding, but the man continued
unperturbed.

‘Is that right? So why are we here? Why aren’t we at home talking to
our dear husbands and wives? Because they’re sick of our
selfishness, that’s why! It’s always #bey who have to give in, isn’t it,
who have to go along with our changes, our growth? 1t’s always zhey
who have to put up with our secrecy, with our unspoken demands,
with our choices—Do we ever consult them? Warn them even? Nol!
They just have to put up with the way we want things to be. What
do we ever give them except ultimatums and grief?’

Sian thought of Manu. Did he have to put up with her? She’d
always thought it was Jer putting up with hi.

‘And of course we lie to them and deceive them. It’s our life, right?
No-one’s going to tell us what to do! We’re not going to budge, are
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we? Oh no, not us! If they get hurt, well, that’s tough. We don’t
have responsibility for zheir feelings, do we?’

‘Thank you,” said Patrissia quickly as the man paused. She had now
recovered her poise, although Jamie, glancing at her, thought she
still looked washed-out. ‘I think you have a point, although I'm not
sure you’re being entirely fair.”

But the man refused to be deflected by Patrissia’s studied
politeness.

‘Fair?” he said heatedly. “You can only get fairness when everyone
is treated equally under the rules. And when,” he continued with a
quick glance at Roy, ‘everyone is 7o/d the rules. This is the second
meeting I've come to, and, though I grant you they’re very
interesting, from what I’ve heard the whole point of them seems to
be to justify getting what we want, yet again, only this time with a
clear consciencel

“God told me to’, oh yes, beautiful, no answer to that, eh? No, if we
do the same old stuff then we’re doing the same old stuff, end of
story, and we can’t just palm off the responsibility as easily as that.
Yes, we can do things that make us feel we’re nicer people now: do
a little charitable work, help out in a soup kitchen. But we still don’t
give much away, do we?

‘As long as we don’t really connect with people, as long as we
don’t talk to them, give them something of ourselves—as long as
we hold on to that little teddy beat of an on/off switch—well,
nothing significant sas changed in us, we’re s7:// as selfish, and we’re
still going through the same old routine.

‘And then there can never be reconciliation, because that depends
on honesty. And forgive me, but I don’t see many signs of real
honesty here.”

Sian didn’t concern herself with honesty. She just went with the
flow, usually ending up as part of someone else’s plan, or lack of
plan. But did she really want that any more? More lousy rounds of
giving up and getting out, again and again? Even those rare times,
no, that one time she’d allowed herself to follow her heart, it had
been a disaster. Probably worse than that. It had been a catastrophe.

She looked round for Patrissia, and was surprised to see that Roy
had swapped seats with her again. She was back beside Jamie at the
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top table. How could Sian have missed that? Jamie had his hand on
Patrissia’s shoulder, saying something in her ear. She nodded a
couple of times before patting her eyes with a handkerchief.

Sian looked for signs that she was putting it on, but it seemed
genuine. She wasn’t sure what was so painful to her, but she was
full of admiration—it was obviously a confession of something.

‘Well,” Patrissia said, at last, turning to the audience, ‘no-one could
claim that reconciliation is a straightforward topic.”

There was a tangible feeling of relief. An outbreak of shuffling and
cup-clinking broke out as she continued, ‘We've travelled all the
way from mountain peaks to teddy bears! But it certainly seems to
be a subject that arouses strong feelings.” Her wan smile was
reflected in many of those listening in the pews.

‘Please forgive me, I’'m a little emotional. But I feel that this is
where I can start the long journey of reconciliation with, if not my
family or the other people I’ve hurt, then, maybe, with myself.”

Disguising a sigh, Patrissia looked for Marc’s reaction, but he still
didn’t appear to be paying attention, staring instead at the thinly-
curtained window, which was suffused with a foggy yellow light
from the lamp-post outside.

To Patrissia’s relief, Jamie brought the meeting to a close with tact
and diplomacy. Grateful for his consideration, she rose and kissed
his cheek before gathering her things and heading for the door.

*
‘Are you OK, Trisha?’ Sian asked, as Patrissia drew alongside her.
‘I thought you handled that bloke really well. He was ever so rude.’

Patrissia shrugged resignedly. ‘We’re bound to attract the odd
show-off from time to time.”

‘What he was saying though—He did get me thinking.’
‘Oh?’

‘That bit about how we don’t give much of ourselves, or make
enough of an effort.
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You too, eh, Sidn? Patrissia was thinking. She shook her head. Why
did it take a gathering of strangers to get to the core of things? Why
hadn’t she been able to see these things in herself before?

I did see them, I did already know. But it was too hard, and 1 was
too scared to face them. 1 might still be too scared.

Sian was still speaking. ‘It’s exactly what I meant about the whole
process of confession. That really vital bit, the hard work bit—what
our teachers called znterior repentance. Without it, they said, we
could never have true reconciliation with God and, if not with God,
then never with family or friends.”

‘Sian,” said Patrissia, I don’t want to be rude but I can’t think
about it any more.” She put her hand on Sian’s arm. ‘Do you feel
like a bite to eat? We could nip down to Gordolino’s, it’s only five
minutes away. Maybe some food will help.’

Sian blushed. ‘D’you mean just the two of us?’
‘Oh God, yes. I really have had it with men. They’re so barsh.’
‘I know what you mean. Why are they like that?’

Patrissia snorted. “They don’t understand, Sian. They don’t listen,
and they can’t change. What do you say to the pasta?’

T’d love to. I've just got to use the loo. Back in a sec.”

‘Blimey, what was all that about?” asked Jamie as he came up to
her. ‘Are you OK, Trish? That Philip bloke seemed to be having a
real go at you, the cheeky rascal. Brave man, though!’

She smiled. “Thank you, Jamie.” She kissed his cheek, suddenly
thankful for his uncomplicated concern. ‘Actually, Marc mentioned
that he was thinking of closing the group to new members.’

Tm all for that, Trish, said Jamie, companionably. He looked
around at the small groups of people shuffling their belongings and
otherwise ignoring the call of their homes. ‘Has he gone already? I
wanted to ask him something.’

“Yes, he went before the end, as usual.’

Jamie looked at her cloudy eyes. “You look like you could do with
a drink. Fancy a quick one?’
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Patrissia showed her teeth. “That sounds inviting, but I've already
promised Sian. Girls only, I'm afraid.’

‘Can I watch?’ He winked.
‘Only if you keep quiet.’

Jamie laughed happily. ‘Actually, Lucinda and I are throwing a
dinner party next Saturday. Just a few people. Roy’ll be there, and
Marc, I hope, and a couple of old friends. You’ll come, won’t you?”’

‘Delighted. Dress up or down?’ She half-closed her eyes.
‘Can’t you guess?’

You’ll never change, will you, Jamie? Sorry, I have to go,” she said,
spotting Sian hovering by the door. ‘See you Saturday. Give
Lucinda my love.’

She was already regretting inviting Sian to eat. The meeting had
exhausted her, and now all she wanted to do was talk to Marc
quietly, be held by him, and go to sleep in his arms.

*

Gordolino’s was heaving when Patrissia and Sian arrived, and they
were lucky to get a table wedged into a tiny space by the kitchen
door. It was too noisy to talk easily, and Sian seemed very nervous,
clumsily spilling the salt and knocking a knife onto the floor as she
tried to read the menu in the poor light.

Patrissia felt herself becoming impatient, and by the time their
tagliatelli was dumped on the table by the hassled-looking waitress,
she wanted to scream. They had barely exchanged a word.

‘How’s the baby?’ she asked, attempting interest.

Sian was eager, raising her voice to pierce the din. ‘I think I felt it
moving yesterday.’

“That must be nice.’

“Yes. I finally feel like something’s happening that isn’t just being
sick.”

Unable to concentrate, Patrissia smiled. ‘Excuse me, Sian, I need
the loo. Do start without me, I'll only be a tick.’
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*

Marc struggled to sit up. He gradually realised that he was at home.
He held his watch under the softly glowing lamp—it was nine
thirty. He must have fallen asleep on the sofa. The last thing he
remembered was being at the meeting. How had he got here?

The phone rang, startling him.

‘Hello?’

‘Oh, you’re home,’ said a familiar voice.
‘Patrissia?’

Yes. I'm sorry to call this late. I was just a little concerned—You
left the meeting so quickly again tonight. You didn’t even say hello.”

‘No. I wasn’t feeling very well.’

Patrissia leaned against the basin in the Ladies, switching her
mobile to her other hand.

‘I could pop over if you’d like?’

There was a pause. ‘Well, we’re meeting tomorrow night, aren’t we,
to review how the group’s going? The confession business is rather
irksome.’

Patrissia stared at her reflection in the mirror. She didn’t look
happy.
‘Oh well. So, tomorrow, then?’

“That would be more convenient, yes.’
‘OK Marc, try to get a good night’s sleep.’

There were tears in Patrissia’s eyes as she stuffed the phone back
in her bag.

*

T'm glad you started without me, Sian. Sorry I was so long, there
was a bit of a queue.’

“Yeah, I'm eating for two now. Tuck in, it’s really good.”

Patrissia took a big sip of her wine.

174



“You look really tired—Was it that Philip bloke?” Sian asked with
her mouth full. “Is he one of Marc’s friends?’

Yes, 1 believe he is.
‘Well, what he was saying, it made me think.’

‘About what?’

‘About everything really. I mean, look at me—I’m seven months
pregnant and I know it’s probably just my hormones, but I feel as if
life’s passing me by.’

‘I know what you mean.” Patrissia prodded the tagliatelli with her
fork, her appetite dwindling.

‘T look back at my life and think, is that all there is?’

‘Mmm.” Patrissia took another sip of wine.

If I died tomorrow, would anyone even noticer Well, Manu
would. But that’s the problem really—Do I actually want to be with
Manu for the rest of my days?” She gave a hollow laugh.

‘And do you?’ Patrissia asked. What if she gave in? Did she want to
be with Marc for the rest of her days?

‘T don’t know. Sometimes I think that I'm only staying with him
because I can’t think of anything else to do.’

Patrissia was shaken by a sudden despair. She wanted to throw her
plate of food at the wall, jump on the table and shout to Marc at the
top of her voice, ‘Why can’t you be less of a bastard? Why can’t we
just fucking do it?l’

‘But with the baby coming, I've started to think.’
Sian was still talking.

‘We’re going to be parents soon,” she said smugly, ‘looking after a
helpless little human being, and that takes a lot of care and
responsibility. How are we going to give the baby that if we can’t
even give a little bit of care to each other?’

Patrissia looked at her across the table.

‘T know what you mean,” she replied. ‘It’s supposed to help you,
isn’t it, being with someone? Not take what you have away.’
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A thought occurred to her as she glanced at Sian’s bump. ‘The
baby’s yours, Sian—That’s how you feel, am I right? You don’t want
to share it with someone you don’t lover’

Sian’s lower lip was trembling. ‘I don’t think I can love anyone.’
‘Don’t say that. You just haven’t met the right person.’

‘T'm not likely to now, am I’

Patrissia took her hand. “Why did you say you can’t love anyone?’

Sian stared down at the table. T've done some terrible things,
Trisha, and I can’t really talk about them. I think I need to start
again somehow, but look at me—I can’t start anything now. I'm
stuck for the next twenty years.’

‘If you’ve got a guilty conscience, why not let it out at a meeting?
That’s what they’re for.” Patrissia squeezed Sian’s hand.

I can’t, it’s too personal. I need to tell someone who doesn’t care.’

“You could always try Marc,” Patrissia said with more sincerity than
she had intended.

Sian looked up. “Why Marc?’

Patrissia couldn’t think why she’d suggested something so
ridiculous, and laughed. ‘T was only joking. Mind you, if I wanted to
unload something, he’d probably be top of my list. He certainly
seems to think he knows what’s right.”

‘Mmm, he does, doesn’t he?’

‘Of course he does, he’s a man.” The two women smiled at each
other. ‘And therefore completely unempathetic, but maybe in this
case, that would be a good thing.’

Sian dabbed away a tear and sniffed. ‘Maybe you’re right.’

Patrissia, suddenly oppressed by the weight of unresolved yearning
in her voice, heard herself say, ‘Actually, what’s the time?’

Sian looked at her watch. ‘Only nine forty-five. Why?’

‘Oh, I said I’d call in on Marc on my way back, but 'm too
knackered. I think I’ll go home and have a hot bath and an early
night.”

“That sounds nice.’
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‘D’you need a lift?’

‘No thanks, Trish. It’s still light and it’s a lovely evening, I'll
waddle home,” she smiled. ‘I can always get Manu to pick me up if I
run out of steam.’

Patrissia stood up. ‘OK, if you’re sure you’ll be all right. Look, why
don’t you come round to my place one evening and we’ll have a
proper girls night in when we’re not so tired?’

‘Lovely.

T get the bill on my way out.” She bent and kissed Sian on the
cheek. ‘It’ll be all right, Sian, you’ll see.”

*

What a strange evening, Sian thought, as she watched Patrissia
manoeuvre herself between the tables. Something had certainly
happened at the meeting.

There had been far too much talk about atoning for sins and being
honest for her liking, and she had been glad to leave, but she could
not shake off the feeling that maybe it was time to have done with
the past, and get her guilty secret off her chest once and for all.

Patrissia had obviously been affected too, Sian could tell. It was
funny that she’d brought Marc up, though. The more Sian thought
about it, the more she felt that she wanted to call him.

It was odd: if she and Patrissia were going to be friends, shouldn’t
it be Patrissia that she should turn to? She sat for a moment
imagining the conversation. No, she didn’t want a friend hearing
this. She didn’t want sympathy.

Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and tried to ignore the
insistent thump of her heartbeat. It was now or never.

She took out her phone and dialled. She let the phone ring itself
out, but there was no answer.
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The unbroken hum

It hadn’t been in Ciara’s mind to actually sleep with Jamie, and she
was annoyed at herself for letting it happen so fast. But he had been
amusing and kind and had made her feel wanted, and it had just
happened, even though she really didn’t need things to get
complicated again quite yet—Marc and Patrissia were complication
enough.

Fetching herself another glass of wine, she sat by the window and
stared out at the dirty grey street and the unkempt gardens and
filthy overgrown drives of the houses opposite. She was stuck in
this hole for another couple of months. How she missed her real
family, the welcome, the love, the easy, unbroken hum of
connection.

She lit a cigarette. So this was what it was like to find your father.
He hadn’t even called her. There was Patrissia, of course, her new-
found aunt, who, to her credit, she supposed, had called several
times already, but there was something about her that made Ciara
feel uneasy. In fact, Patrissia seemed almost sinister, the way she
wanted to organise everything, suggesting coffee, drinks—just the
two of them, usually, but her last call had been about dinner at
Marc’s. She seemed to be sure he’d agree.

But whenever Ciara brought up the subject of finding Claudia, and
although Patrissia had assured her of her help, Ciara had the
impression she wasn’t that interested, which made her suspicious.
Claudia was Patrissia’s sister, for heaven’s sake. Surely she would
have done something?

Was it worth wasting more time on any of them? Marc didn’t seem
to be at all interested in her, and she was probably as close to him
now as she would ever be.

The thought depressed her. But Patrissia had said he was ill, and
Ciara had seen his seizure for herself. He needed help, she decided
—and he wasn’t getting it from her aunt. She hadn’t even called an
ambulance when he’d keeled over on the floot.

She suddenly felt a rush of sympathy for him, and abruptly
retrieving her phone, she pressed his number. Hearing his
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answerphone click in, she waited until the end of the message and,
draining her glass, spoke quickly.

‘Hello, Marc. It’s Ciara. 'm coming round—1I’ll be there in fifteen
minutes.’

*

Marc had been watching for her, opening the door as she mounted
his front steps.

‘Hello, Marc.’
He stepped back as if he’d been slapped.
‘Ciara? It’s rather inconvenient. I tried to call you back, but—’

T'm sorry, Marc, but we have to talk. I didn’t want you to put me
off again. Don’t worry, I’ve not come to make a scene, and I won’t
stay long.’

‘A scene? Why would your” Marc’s eyes were wide with panic.
‘Patrissia’s not here—’

‘Good. It’s not Patrissia I want to see. Please, Marc.” She pushed
past him into the house. As he closed the door, she kept moving
along the passageway. ‘Let’s sit in the kitchen.’

Behind her, she heard a muffled, It’s motre comfortable—’
“The kitchen’s better.’

Ciara hugged her coat around her as they entered the dimly-lit
space where Marc made tea and coffee. The kitchen looked like no-
one had set foot in it for fifty years, and had been left to slowly
accumulate dust and grease like an old net curtain. She remembered
Jamie saying that he’d never seen anywhere so gloomy and
uninviting, and she had to agree.

She sat down on a hard chair, pulling it out from beneath the big
table and dusting the crumbs off it. ‘I can see that you find talking
to me very hard, Marc, and I’'m sorry to put you through this, but I
need resolution.” She pointed to the chair on the other side. ‘Come
on,” she said, forcing a bright tone, ‘Sit down. Speak to me.’

Marc obeyed, awkwardly manoeuvring his long legs under the
table as if in an unfamiliar place. ‘Resolution? What do you mean?’
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‘Marc, I need to know whether we are going to have any kind of
relationship. You’re my father and I just need to know. We've
hardly spoken.” She looked at him with her clear green eyes. “Tell
me why I’'m such a problem for you. Come on, we can be adult
about this, can’t we? Just tell me what you’re thinking right now.
I’m your daughter, I'll understand.”

Marc’s face opposite her was rigid with fear.

Is it that you committed a mortal sin with my mother? Is that it?
Or that you were a priest?” She smiled. ‘Don’t think I'm excusing
you, but really, are those sins of much consequence in the scheme
of things? They’re old sins, Marc. Isn’t it more important to deal...”
she struggled for the right words, ‘respectfully and appropriately
with the present?’

He was sitting completely still, listening, but making no sign that
he had anything to say. She stared at him. “You’re making this hard
work, you know.’

Still there was no response. ‘I mean, even if you are living in sin
with Patrissia, so what? What makes you so special? You were a
priest, yes, but the operative word is were, isn’t it? You were a priest
who had an affair. Big deal. I bet half the priests in Rome have done
the same.’

Marc’s eyes were wide, but Ciara couldn’t decide whether he was

angry, surprised, or just baffled. She knew she must seem a bit
drunk, but her head was clear. She knew exactly what she was
saying, and so did he.

‘Come on, Marc, live in the real world for once, if only for a
moment. What you did with Claudia, it happens all the time, to lots
of people, and they don’t carry it around on their backs for the rest
of their lives as you have. Don’t get me wrong, I'm not trivialising
what you did to Claudia and to me, how you acted, but it’s in the
past, it’s gone. You must have partly accepted it since you’re living
with Patrissia.’

T'm not living with her!” The words erupted from his mouth.

Ciara was taken aback by his vehemence. ‘Maybe not formally, but
you sleep with her, and she certainly acts like you’re together.”
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‘T can’t help how Patrissia acts. I have no idea what she wants from

b

me.
Ciara exhaled sharply.

‘Wants from you? Why do you think she wants anything other than
to have a life with you? She likes you—she might even love you,
how do I know? But it’s not complicated, and if you’re wortied
about what I might think of you sleeping with my mother’s sister,
don’t be.

Ciara felt her breath coming more quickly. This wasn’t what she
had come to say, but she couldn’t stop herself.

T'm not here to judge you, Marc. In fact, ’'m having trouble seeing
why there’s a problem between us at all. I’'m not expecting anything
from you, and I don’t want anything, except to know you, and
you’re not even giving me that.’

His hand jerked on the table, and Ciara reached across to cover it
with her own. It felt cold and sinewy.

“You needn’t be worried, Marc. This is nothing to do with Claudia.
I will find her, but that’s 7y choice, and 7y problem. Patrissia says
you don’t know where she is. Is that actually true?’

“Yes, I have no idea where she is. Nor do 1 wish to know.’

‘OK, I respect that.” She paused. I don’t think it’s the same for
Patrissia though. Sooner or later she’ll want Claudia back in her life,
and that w:// involve you.” She squeezed his still-cool hand, which
twitched involuntarily against her own. ‘What then?’

‘I don’t know.” His voice was barely audible.
Ciara dropped his hand and reached in her bag for a cigarette.
‘Want one?’

She took two out and lit them both, passing one over the table.
They both inhaled greedily.

‘I’m sorry to be so blunt. I'm a bit drunk.’
“Yes.’

She banged her hand on the table. ‘Is that all I’'m going to get out
of you? Yes?’

‘What do you want me to say, Ciara?’
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Marc was now leaning back in his chair, his black eyes steady.
“You’re not so different from Patrissia. How can you sit there and
say that a mortal sin is of no consequence? You clearly have no
conception of right and wrong—especially of wrong. Not to
mention that my relations with Patrissia are none of your business. I
can’t imagine why you thought they were.”

Ciara sat back in the uncomfortable chair, and nodded to herself.

‘Because I'm trying to help you, you dumb, unhappy fuck. OK;
she snapped, ignoring the voice telling her to stop, ‘you think I'm
like Patrissia, just another interfering woman? Well, maybe I am,
but I'm also your daughter—does that mean nothing to your’

Marc stubbed out his cigarette, half-smoked.

‘Can’t you see how frustrating this is for me? How distressing it is
that you are being so impenetrable? Well, impenetrable—you’re not
even touchable, reachable. You’re so cold. You’re impossible.”

Marc lifted his head, his expression hard. ‘I was seduced by your
mother, pursued and ruined by your grandfather, seduced again by
your aunt, and then yox turn up on my doorstep. Do you not see a
reason for my reluctance to engage with you? My association with
the Vecchia family destroyed my life.’

‘Jesus, Marc, do you take 7o responsibility for your mistakes? You
destroyed your life! Yox had the affair! Secundus went completely
beyond the call of duty for you. I've spent months finding you.
Patrissia, for whatever reason, wants to help you. Yet you seem to
have no gratitude at all, zone, only grievances and disdain. How
much more help do you want?’

She scraped back her chair.

“You’re a lost fucking cause, Marc, you know that? You’re pitiful.
Don’t bother seeing me out.”

Marc sat and listened to the uneven clatter of her heels as she
made her way down the passageway to the front door, and then to
the rattle of the coloured glass as she slammed it shut.

No responsibility. No gratitude. Pitiful. He pressed his face deep
into his hands. I &now. I know. 1 know what Patrissia wants, and
it’s the same thing that 1 want. But we are too afraid.
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*

When Ciara arrived back at her flat, she threw her coat on the hall
table and almost ran to the kitchen to pour herself a glass of wine.

Emptying the last of the bottle, she put it in the sink and leaned
over the taps, her eyes closed. Well, that was that. Marc was no use
to her in finding her mother, and really, wasn’t that all she needed
him for? It wasn’t his fault, and he certainly didn’t deserve some

pissed woman barging in to his house and attacking him. She shook
her head.

Ob well.

She looked at the glass of wine in her hand and poured it down the
sink.
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May God forgive you

Sian knew it was only a few minutes walk to Marc’s house.
Patrissia had pointed it out to her. It was the ornate one with the
columns, big wide steps and straggly box trees almost obscuring the
front door.

And here she was, standing outside. It was late, he wouldn’t want
to be disturbed, and he would probably refuse. But the meeting had
been a definite sign, she was sure of it.

She closed her eyes, and muttering a quick Hail Mary under her
breath, lifted the door knocker and rapped it three times. There was
a long wait before she heard the jangle of keys, and then Marc was
peering out at her from a long, dark hallway.

‘Hello? Ciara, is that you?’

T'm sorry to bother you so late, Marc. It’s me, Sian, you know,
from the meetings? I wondered if you had a moment?’

He looked utterly perplexed.
‘Ah, oh yes, of course. So it is.’
‘Can I come in?’

He nodded, then turned abruptly, and she took this as a signal to
follow him inside. The house smelled of stale cigarette smoke. His
living room was huge—great high ceilings, a Victorian fireplace, old
fashioned chairs, a rug that looked positively medieval—and Sian
found herself wondering how a sculptor who did a bit of decorating
to make ends meet could afford such a grand pile.

She stood watching him put some paperwork into neat stacks on
his desk, apparently oblivious to her. He didn’t seem to be
interested that she was standing there waiting, and at last she said
simply, ‘It’s actually a favour I’'ve come for.”

He glanced up. ‘Oh?’
‘I know it’s a bit of a liberty, but there’s something I just have to
get off my chest. I should’ve done it years ago, and after the

meeting tonight, I don’t know, but tonight just seems to be the right
time.”
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Marc looked at her blankly.

“You used to be a priest, didn’t you?” Sian asked.

He grimaced at the hope in her voice. ‘Who told you that?’
“Trisha. Is it true?’

“Yes, but it was a very long time ago. I’'m not a priest any more.’
Tt doesn’t matter, I still want to do this.’

‘Do what?’

‘Make a confession.’

‘What? What are you saying? I can’t take your confession! I've no
authorityl’

‘But I could never confess this at the meetings, Marc. It’s
something I have to do privately.”

“Then go to your priest.’

But she was ready for the refusal and didn’t react, except to say, ‘1
really need this. I've been waiting a long time. It'll only take a
minute.’

Marc recognised the look of determination on her face and averted
his eyes.
‘Please, Marc. You must understand how important it is to me.

And I know you. I trust you. I #eed absolution.”

She watched as his face underwent a series of changes. It was like
an actor changing masks—he wasn’t making a decision, he was
waiting to see which of the masks fitted.

At last he raised his head, and sweeping aside the piles of paper he
had just been so busy arranging, he sat down at his desk, opened
the drawer and took out the big crucifix Secundus had given him
when he had been hounded from Rome.

He kissed it and held it gently, turning it between his hands, finally
allowing himself to look at Sian, who held his gaze, unflinching.

‘All right,” he said, ‘T’ll hear your confession.”

Sian’s lips parted in a grateful smile, then she frowned. “This is just
between us, isn’t it? It won’t go any further?’
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He answered coldly. ‘Of course not.”

She bowed her head, waiting.

‘You may begin.’

‘It was a long time ago.’

Marc nodded. Sian looked at him nervously, her big eyes blinking.
‘What is the nature of your sin?’

‘Lust,” she said softly. ‘I was just out of secretarial college and I
started a new job in a little town near Luton. I didn’t know anyone
so I joined a couple of evening classes and—’

Marc had his eyes fixed on the crucifix. Beads of sweat stood out
on his face and neck as he nodded at her to continue.

I started going to the parish church Sunday mornings, just for
something to do, you know...” she petered out. He knew she was
looking at him for permission to continue. He nodded again.

‘Anyway.” She cleared her throat. ‘Not to beat about the bush, it
ended up with me and Father Joseph getting much too, er, friendly,
if you know what I mean. It was all my fault really. It was »e who
seduced him.’

Marc closed his eyes and gripping the crucifix tightly, raised it
slowly to his chest. He seemed not to be breathing properly.

‘Marc? Are you OK?’
“Yes, yes,” he replied in a whisper, opening his eyes.

T’'m sorry, I've shocked you, haven’t I?” she apologised, concerned
at his pallor. ‘Say something, please.’

‘Is that your confessionr’

Sian nodded. She tried to remember the right words. ‘Forgive me,
Father, for I have sinned. Will you bless me now?’

Marc rose unsteadily to his feet and made his way over to her. She
raised her face to him, closed her eyes and felt his cool, damp finger
trace the sign of the cross on her forehead. ‘May God forgive you.’
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*

After Sian had left, repeatedly thanking him as he followed her to
the door, Marc returned to his desk, where he sat staring at the
crucifix. Was this Patrissia’s revenge? If so, she would be

disappointed.

Instead of the self-pity and resentment that normally welled up in
him whenever he was reminded of his calling, just for a moment he
had felt filled with power and, yes, gratitude that he could help this

abject woman.

Ten minutes eatlier, Ciara had shown him how flawed and weak he
was, and yet this woman, Sian, knew him, knew his flaws and his
weakness, yet she had had faith in Aim, belief in him, and those
human defects had fallen away and allowed him to be an instrument
of God’s love. Just for a moment he had lost his se/f.

He felt lightheaded and restless, and unable to think about it any
more, he kissed the crucifix and replaced it in the drawer. Then
needing to distract himself somehow, and hardly aware of what he
was doing, he got to his feet and headed for his studio to lose
himself in his work.

*

Sian stayed on the top step of Marc’s house for a few seconds after
he had shut the door, breathing deeply. Her confession had taken
barely five minutes. All those years! She felt light, holy even, which
was silly, she knew, but somehow she felt she deserved it.

She could see into the living room of the house opposite. They
were watching TV just as she would have been if she hadn’t gone to
Marc’s. She kept her eyes on them as she slowly descended the
steps, wondering what program was on. They didn’t seem to be
enjoying it, whatever it was. The bloke was asleep with his mouth
open, and the woman was reading a magazine, only glancing up
occasionally.

I know he’s not a priest any more, she was thinking, but it worked
anyway. 1 gave him the power, didn’t 12

She looked down and patted her belly. I#’s me, it’s mine. 1t’s my
choice.
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Now that it was over, her thoughts turned to Patrissia, and how
nice she’d been at the café. She’d said that getting absolution from
Marc was a joke, hadn’t she? But Sian had managed it.

It’s me, isn’t it? she told herself again. Me. Patrissia can’t get
forgiveness from him, but I can. Why is that, I wonder?
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Vetiver and sunglasses

Jamie came to a dead stop when he saw Ciara. She was sitting at a

café table in headscarf, big sunglasses and floaty dress, cool and
composed. He felt his breath quicken as she bent forward, and he
considered texting her to make an excuse, but his hand remained in
his pocket, clamped around his phone.

She had suggested they meet here—it was convenient for the Tate,
where she said she was going to spend the morning—and although
it was a bit too near the private gallery where Lucinda was showing
her ceramics that day, Jamie had agreed. She’d been so enthusiastic,
he didn’t want to spoil her mood.

He stood for a minute watching her, scanning the crowd and the
other tables. It seemed safe enough.

*

‘Just in time! I’d almost given up on you.”
‘Sorry, Ciara. Lunchtimes take a bit of organisation. You’re looking
great.

‘Thank you. Busy morning?’

‘No more than usual—That’s to say busy, busy, busy.” He bent and
kissed her cheek. It was cool and smooth, and there was a lingering
scent of vetiver.

‘How about you? Seen anything of Patrissia or Marc?’

Her ankle brushed his knee as she stretched to cross her legs, and
he was suddenly shaken by the seriousness of his desire for her.
With another glance round, he sat down.

Ciara’s tone was businesslike. ‘I had coffee with Patrissia yesterday

at her place. It’s really nice—She obviously does all right for
herself.”

‘Oh? I've never been inside, although I’ve stood outside in the rain
once or twice. What’s it like?’

‘Tasteful, tidy, as you’d expect,” she sniffed. ‘A little too minimalist
for my liking.”
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‘Hmm, do I detect a whiff of antipathy?’

Ciara shook her head. ‘No, I'm only joking. To be fair, she’s the
perfect aunt. She’s been in touch a lot since I arrived, which is more
than can be said for my so-called father.’

‘Ah, well, you see,” Jamie smiled, ‘Marc’s a bit of a recluse—holes
up in his studio for days on end, apparently. I can’t imagine why
Trish is so interested in him. I mean, he’s such a dry stick.’

Ciara pushed her hair off her face and agreed with a wry smile.
‘Yes, he strikes me as a strange fish. I'm pretty sure they’re quite
heavily involved with each other, though.’

‘Really?’” Jamie shifted in his seat. ‘How do you know? Did she tell
your’

Ciara shook her head. ‘No, of course not. But I’ll tell you what she
did say—’

He leaned forward, smiling. ‘Go on.’

‘She said you were bad news!’

‘Really? Jamie’s forehead creased. ‘I wonder why?’

‘She didn’t say.” Ciara sniffed and took out a cigarette, lighting it
with an efficient-sounding click.

‘She was in a funny mood. She was telling me about when she was
growing up, how strict her father was, and how Claudia was her
mother’s favourite. I mean, it was all said in a jokey way but you
could tell there was a lot of bitterness there. And when she talked
about her and Claudia—you know when someone’s trying to
persuade themselves that something’s true? Everything’s a bit too
perfect?’

‘Like old flames, you mean? Angels or demons?’

Yes, exactly. It explains why she might not be that keen on a
reunion, I suppose. And actually, if Claudia fell for Marc, what can
she be /iker’

‘Hmm, good point. She zs Trisha’s sister, after all. Did she say
anything about your father?’

‘Not much, she was apologetic, mostly. A hint of resentment. I
think he reminds her of jer father.’
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‘Oh? What could she resent Marc for?’

Ciara snorted. ‘I get the definite impression that she likes being
naughty, shall we say, and he won’t just laugh it off. I don’t blame
him—you know that Theo’s not out of the picture yet, don’t you?’

‘She mentioned something about him at the pub, yes.’

Ciara’s voice was condescending. ‘She wants to do exactly what
she wants, when she wants. I don’t think she cares about being
punished—it’s all part of the game. But he won’t play, and that
pisses her off. She’s still a bit of a kid, really.”

‘What does she expect?’ Jamie said, sympathetically. ‘I mean, look
at him: Saint fucking Ignatius or what? Sorry, Ciara, I know he’s
your dad and all that, but—’

It’s OK, Jamie, I agree with you.”

They sat looking at the crowds around them. ‘God, so many
people! And what zs that woman wearing?” Ciara flicked her head.
I’d die of embarrassment. Good on her, though, eh?’

‘Absolutely,” said Jamie, recoiling. I guess if you live in the
fleshpots of Egypt, you might as well go with the flow.’

‘Hmm, maybe. Speaking of Marc, I went to see him last night, and
I wish I hadn’t’

Jamie gave a wry smile. ‘Blood out of stone, sort of thing?’

‘Pretty much, but at least I tried, and I said a few things that
needed to be said. I don’t know, I just feel so lucky he wasn’t
around when I was growing up.” She stopped and smiled. ‘Anyway,
enough of that.’

It was pleasant sitting in the sunshine, and she felt an
unaccountable lightness, perhaps at the thought that her outburst

the night before had put a definitive end to her involvement with
her father.

Tve just been to the Tate Modern,” she said, lighting another
cigarette, ‘and it was so disappointing. They seem to have an
obsession with size and soul-lessness. So different from the Gallery
of Modern Art in Rome—I was there last year, and they have some
beautiful pieces. Going to the Tate is like being hit with a mallet in
comparison.’
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Jamie wiped his brow with a handkerchief, which Ciara saw was
monogrammed with blue swirly letters. Didn’t people only buy
those as birthday presents for the men in their lives?

I don’t get much time to visit galleries, unfortunately. It was hard
enough getting a whole hour for lunch. But completely worth it,’
Jamie said, crinkling his eyes and blowing her a kiss.

She smiled. ‘What do you do? You didn’t say.’

‘Account director at C&R. Some of our clients are very
demanding.’

T'm impressed! Even I've heard of them, and I don’t really keep
up as much as I should.’

Jamie leaned back and took a sip of coffee. He was glad he’d
risked coming in spite of the potential danger of recognition.

They sat companionably, watching and commenting when
someone in the crowds of people around them caught their eye. He
felt at ease with her, she already seemed familiar. There was none of
the tense acquiescence or cool negotiation that he was used to. She
was just there, all of her, tranquil and open and available.

*

‘Ciaral and Jamie, no less. Well, hello, what a surprisel’

Jamie began to rise automatically, but Patrissia, coming up behind
him, put a hand on his shoulder and, bending to kiss his cheek,
whispered, ‘Relax, I won’t tell.’

‘What a lovely day! We’ve just been to a show—an old friend of
mine is exhibiting nearby.’

‘We? You mean Marc’s with you?” said Jamie, starting to rise again.

‘No, Jamie, it’s Sian. My, you are jumpy!” She moved around the
table to kiss Ciara.

‘Oh well, you know, meeting her father,” said Jamie, recovering
with a laugh.

‘We were passing, and Sian needed the loo. She’s just popped
inside. I’'m taking her to lunch at Fortnums.’

‘Mmm, how lovely,” said Ciara.
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Was the damned woman keeping tabs on her movements now?
Had Marc already told her about last night?

‘So, what are yox doing here? Showing Ciara the sights, Jamie?
That’s kind of you.”

‘Just doing my bit to stop her dying of neglect, Trish.”

Ciara was sitting with a slightly less sunny expression. ‘Have you
seen Marc at all, Patrissia?’

Patrissia shook her head.

‘T saw him last night, and I thought he might have mentioned
it...?’

“You talked with him?’ Patrissia smiled brightly. She was intrigued.
“That’s great! But no, I’ve not heard from him today. No doubt he’ll
tell me all about it when I see him.” She paused. ‘Actually, I was
going to call you. D’you fancy coming to dinner with us one day
next week? You must think very badly of us.’

‘Next week? Does Marc know that you’re asking me?’
Patrissia looked at Ciara enquiringly.

‘No, but I’'m sure he’ll want to.” She looked around. ‘Oh, it looks
like Sian’s waiting for me.” She nodded towards her pregnant friend,
who was peering around shortsightedly from the edge of the crowd.
Tl have to go. 'Bye, darling, ’bye, Jamie. Be good.’

As she turned away, she took a camera out of her bag, and shouted
‘Smile you two!’

‘What are you doing?’ Jamie barked as he half-rose automatically
and turned his face away. Then he caught himself, and without a
break turned to brush some imagined crumbs from his lap. Patrissia
ignored him, threading her way back through the tables to take
Sian’s arm, both moving slowly off in the direction of a taxi rank.

Jamie was preparing to explain himself, but when he turned back
to Ciara, she was looking thoughtful, only saying, “Who was that
with Patrissia?’

‘A woman from the meetings: Sian. Why?’

‘Just curious. By the way, you’re the second person to mention
these meetings—what kind of thing are they?’
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‘Oh, they’re just a bit of fun. We talk about Big Themes.” He
spread his arms. “This big!”

Ciara gigeled. ‘Patrissia asked me if I wanted to go, and I did think
about it. But maybe I'll give them a miss.’

“Trish needs a bit of support. I really just go as a favour to her.
She’s quite serious about them—bit of a mid-life crisis, I'd say. 1
swear she was on the verge of a breakdown at the last one.’

“You sound quite concerned, Jamie.” Ciara’s tone was light, but
pointed. “You don’t fancy her, do you?’

He laughed. ‘No, no, she’s not my type—we’ve a bit too much in
common. I can tell you what my type 75, though, if you’d care to
know. She’d probably wear vetiver and sunglasses, and spend her
time looking cool and elegant on sunlit terraces...’

They smiled at each other, and Jamie took her hand, kissing it
lightly. ‘It’s so easy being with you, Ciara.’

‘Mmm, I feel like that, too. It’s lovely, isn’t it?’

*

‘Hello, Jamie? Can you hear me? God, this bloody signal.’

‘Hi, Trish, yes, I can hear you. I imagine you called to tell me to
back off from Ciara. What are you going to do with that photo?’

‘Nothing, Jamie, I wanted a photo of Ciara, not you. Listen, what
you do is none of my business. She’s a grown woman, and you,
well, you’re a man. But if I thought she or Lucinda were going to
get hurt by this, I might wake it my business, d’you understand?’

‘T understand. Thanks, Trish, I owe you. And get rid of the photo,
eh? It makes me nervous.’

Yes, Jamie, I'll cut your ugly mug out of it’ She paused,
remembering his concern for her at the meeting. ‘Don’t hurt her,
Jamie, I mean it.’

‘T’ve no intention of hurting her, Trish. We’re having fun. Just fun.’
g nef, g
There was a silence.

“Trish? Are you still there?’
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‘Oh yes, sorry. You just reminded me of something. It’s not
important.’
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Part 4 High life

The portrait

Marc stood contemplating the room. A tall sash window let in the
ash-grey London light—the kind of light that illuminates the dry
flesh of a Lucian Freud but sucks the heart out of a Rembrandt.

It had been his preoccupation with the half-finished figure in his
studio that had drawn him back to the National Gallery, to the El
Greco exhibition, this time to linger at his leisure, but the show had
ended and, disheartened, he had made his way up the street to the
Portrait Gallery, where he now found himself.

He wasn’t sure whether it was inspiration he had sought, or just a
change of scenery and some fresh air. His studio was always too
dark and the dust made his eyes water.

Patrissia had phoned him earlier and had left an exasperated
message when he hadn’t answered. Her voice had sounded harsh,
and he had erased the message after a few seconds. There were too
many harsh tones here as well amongst these modern portraits.
There seemed no escape from life’s rough edges today.

He eyed the picture in front of him dispassionately. It was by an

English artist, he noted, academic, balanced, emotionless: he
inclined on the side of approval but continued on to the next
canvas, unengaged.

He now stood face to face with another stark, depressing portrait.
It was of an old man wearing a faded blue beach hat, every vein
over his porcine nose picked out in stark relief with a kind of
malevolent enjoyment. Even the mole on his chin sprouted a single
meticulously drawn hair.

He shuddered, disquieted, but at the same time subtly reassured,
that the art world still saw fit to comfort itself by embracing
ugliness like an under-the-weather friend, shouting its forgotten
truth from the rooftops with abandon while leaving beauty to vainly
blow its own trumpet from under whatever rock it found itself half-
buried.




He wondered whether his statue of Patrissia fell into this dubious
category of modern art now that the stone was hacked and jagged.
He’d anticipated a Salomé, perhaps, something subtle and hidden,
but it had turned into something else, something deformed, an
Emilio Mogilner, and he hadn’t been able to stop himself.

*

A bespectacled curator watched Marc with curiosity, following his
gaze.

‘It’s an amazing painting, isn’t it? It won the Portrait Prize in 1997,
[<
he commented. When there was no response, he went on, ‘The
artist died last year. A heart attack.’

It’s a self-portrait, is it?” Marc queried, peering at the lace-like
filigree of thread veins and crepey folds on the old man’s neck.

‘Goodness me, no—didn’t you read the plaque? It’s by Meriel
Billington, and the dear old man on the beach was her husband.’

‘I wouldn’t have thought a woman could paint with such malice.’

‘Malice? Why d’you say that, sir? I think it’s a study in adoration.
Look at the understanding, the tenderness in each brushstroke!”

‘But—" Marc began, then stopped, gesturing at the painting. ‘But
it’s glorifying the banal, the plain and ugly, the rotting of the flesh,’
he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

‘Like a Rembrandyt, it is,” the curator asserted. ‘A modern one, I'll
grant you, but just look at it and tell me you can’t see the oceans of
love that old man had poured into him. Why, he positively shines
with it.”

Marc raised his eyebrows and nodded tersely, thinking of the Pieta
he’d admired at the El Greco exhibition, of the two women
comforting the dying God. Claudia and Patrissia. Perhaps, if he
could tear out his fear of Patrissia and somehow bury it in the figure
he had created, his love for her would be freed?

My love for her.
He froze, wondering at his own thoughts, then shook his head.

‘Love embodied is love transfixed, wouldn’t you say, or even
embalmed?’ he replied to the waiting curator. ‘But thank you for
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your insights. I shall get a coffee, I think. Is your restaurant on this
floor?’

The curator smiled. ‘It certainly is, sir, but you might want to visit
this yeat’s portrait exhibition on your way—it’s just through the
double-doors.’

‘Indeed I shall, thank you.’

*

Marc made his way into a much larger gallery. It was busier than
the other rooms, and groups of visitors clustered around the far
wall where the winning paintings had been hung.

Of the three, Marc could see only one, a depiction of a young
woman standing in three-quarter profile, her arm relaxed in front of
her, holding a brush in her fist. She had obviously just been using
the brush to measure an object that was itself out of view. Her face
was clear and calm—She had done the calculation and was now
filling herself with the image, allowing the parts to flow into
something that would become an amalgamation of forms, intuitions
and expressions, a subject and an object.

Just as the figure was standing in the portrait, just as her portraitist
had stood before her, so Marc now stood, contemplating the
substance of the connection between artist and sitter. There was no
hint of text or narrative here, the artist had drawn honestly and with
care and skill both an image and an ideal.

And the image was beautiful. The linear arabesque of the body
crystallised into an imperious firmness around the face, where the
angularity of cheek and jaw complemented the harmony of tones in
the almond eyes. The ideal, too, was pure, without conflict or
tension, and the result, an assembly of parts made whole in the
memory of desire.

Patrissia?

He stood back to view the plaque bearing the artist’s name. It was
unknown to him, yet the painting assured him that this man knew
what he was doing and what he wanted to say—to say about
Patrissia, for the portrait was unmistakably of her. She was even
wearing the necklace. The delicate strings of that glorious mystery

199



shimmered against her smooth young skin, glinting with the same
tint as her gold-flecked green eyes.

His breath had become so shallow he wondered for a moment if
he was on the verge of a seizure, and bowing his head, he waited for
her image to fade.

He stood lost in the brooding moment. She had not mentioned
having modelled recently, yet it was her. Who was her Rembrandt?

How many more secrets was she hiding from him?

*

He was barely in the door when he noticed the red light flashing
on his answer machine. He pressed the button.

You didn’t come again, Marc. People are beginning to notice. 1 tried
phoning you but you didn’t answer. What’s the matter? I'm at the
Royal Oak if you want to talk.’

‘I was tired,” he said under his breath. ‘Not that it’s any business of
yours, Patrissia. But it /s my damned business who you’ve been
sleeping with!’

He’d have to see her. Glancing in the mirror at his dirty, unwashed
hair, he ran his hand across it impatiently, then, irked that he didn’t
have time to walk and would have to take the car, he left the house.

*

She looked up as he approached. ‘Hi Marc, I hoped you’d come,’
she said with a faint smile, filling his glass to the brim as he sat
down opposite her. ‘So you got my message in the end?’

“Yes. I was out. At the Portrait Gallery, as a matter of fact.”

‘Oh, I see. Never too busy for art, but always too busy for me?
Couldn’t we have gone together?’

He looked at her, his black eyes shining. I don’t know. I didn’t
think.’

Patrissia suddenly noticed the hardness of his stare, and continued
in a more conciliatory tone, ‘I don’t understand what’s going on.
One minute everything’s fine and then you blank me. We sleep
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together and in the morning you can’t wait to be gone. You rush
off, pretending to have a hundred and one things to do—We have
to sort this out. We’re lovers, Marc, and you said we’re family.

He blinked. ‘T'm sorry if I offend you, Patrissia, I don’t mean to.
You know how hard this is for me.’

‘Why is it hard? You keep saying that, Marc, but what’s the
problem? Is it because of Claudia? I would have thought that if that
was anybody’s problem, it would be mine.’

Marc swallowed a mouthful of cold wine and grimaced.
‘I forgot my cigarettes.’
‘I have plenty. Help yourself.’

Marc held the cigarette between his lips for several seconds,
grunting as he lit it, tension lines appearing around his already thin
mouth. ‘It’s because of several things. When we first met—When
you saw me hailing a taxi, I admit I was hoping you wouldn’t turn
up before I could get away.’

‘But why?’
‘The necklace. It was like meeting a ghost.”

Patrissia frowned. ‘I thought that was done and dusted, Marc, that
we’d got over that. But 75 it?” She swilled the wine around her glass,
unable to contain the question she had tried to ignore, though it
kept fluttering up in her chest like a moth. “You're still in love with
her, aren’t you?’

They sat looking at each other until Marc broke the silence. ‘No.”
Patrissia nodded slowly. ‘Are you in love with 7e?
‘It appears that I am.

Patrissia lit herself a cigarette before saying, ‘Appearances can be
deceptive.’

“Yes, they can. I was at the Portrait Gallery today.’
‘So you said. Is there a show on?’

Yes, the annual Portrait Award. I didn’t think the winner was
particularly interesting, but the second prize—It looked like you.’

She tilted her head. ‘In what way?’
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‘In every way, even down to the necklace she was wearing.’

Patrissia instinctively touched Claudia’s rosary, lifting it and feeling
the tiny stones, warm from her skin. ‘How odd.’

‘It was a very intimate portrait.’

‘Well, it’s obviously not me. I haven’t sat for anyone since art
school.’

I rather got the impression that you did more than sit for him.’
‘What do you mean by that?’

‘The artist’s name is Jonathan Apsley. Perhaps this will jog your
memory.” He put the programme from the gallery on the table
between them, crumpled from his pocket.

‘Johnny! Goodness me!” She laughed, a little too loudly. ‘He was
my tutor at art school, but he didn’t paint portraits, he was a
landscape artist.’

‘Most artists have more than one string to their bow.’

‘Well, if it zs me, he must have dug out an old photo for some
reason.” She reached for the programme.

‘Don’t try to make light of it, Patrissia,” Marc said harshly, ‘this is a
recent work. You didn’t tell me you were still sleeping with other

people.’
She stared at him furiously.
‘Marc, don’t be so ridiculous, of course I'm not sleeping with him?!’

“You tell me to trust you, but how can I when you keep lying to
me?’

“You’re not listening, are your I have not sat for any portraits, and
I have not been sleeping with anyone else. Is that clear enough?’

Marc said nothing.

‘What’s this so-called bloody intimate portrait like?” she muttered,
leafing through the programme.

‘Go and see for yourself—you obviously know about it already.
How you could imagine that I wouldn’t recognise you, I don’t
know.’
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“You’ve got this all wrong. I know nothing about the exhibition, or
about the painting, and that’s the truth.’

‘Do you expect me to believe that?’
Stubbing out her half-smoked cigarette, Patrissia stood up.

T asked you to come tonight because I wanted to see you, to be
with you, because I want us to be fogether, and look what you’ve
done! You’ve already found another damned excuse to undermine
me and push me away. What’s wrong with you? I don’t bloody
understand.’

“You said you wanted to talk, Patrissia. Talking means you have to
listen sometimes. Sit down.’

She glared at him, and with a sharp sigh, sat down, crossing her
arms. ‘OK, talk.’

“You don’t understand me because you have no conception of
what honesty is, Patrissia,” Marc replied coldly. “The world for you
consists of things that fit your scheme and things that don’t. But
actually, there /s a difference between what you want to be the
truth, and what the truth is. You are just not capable of recognising
the distinction.”

‘I see. So I’m a liar now, am I?’

‘Only you know that.” He let his words sink in, then as she lifted
her glass to her lips, said, “Tell me about your friend, Mr Apsley.’

Patrissia slammed the glass down. ‘He was my tutor at art school,
and yes, we were lovers. But that was fifteen years ago! I haven’t
seen him since.’

‘He seems to have retained his...appreciation of you for quite some
time, in that case. Even if you’re telling me the truth, I’'m not sure
that it makes me feel any better.’

‘T am telling you the truth! You must trust me, Marc. You’ve no
reason to be jealous, I swear it.” She paused, her eyes steadily on his.
‘But I think I have. I've seen your photographic studies.’

Marc’s face darkened. “You’ve been going through my desk?’
‘So you tie them up, take pictures, and then screw them, is that it?’

“You have no right!”

203



Patrissia shook her head in disbelief and standing abruptly,
grabbed her bag. ‘OK, well I suppose I'll see you at Jamie’s do on
Saturday—If you can spare the time, of course.” She could feel
herself shaking. She stuffed the exhibition guide into her bag with a
scowl. ‘I’'m going home. There’s not much more to say, is there?’

‘Don’t forget to go and see the painting, will you?” Marc returned,
bitterly.

‘I might just do that,” she called over her shoulder as she headed
for the gate. ‘Don’t be late for the party, Marc. You could even
bring your studies—I believe one of the other guests is an art
dealer.

She almost ran down the steps to the car park. The rawness of her
feelings had become rather too familiar of late, and smudging away
a tear, she marched determinedly to her car, telling herself to pull
herself together.

As she hunted for her keys, wrenching a wad of tissues from the
recesses of her bag, the slim blue and white box she had bought
that morning fell out and landed on its end by the wheel of her car.
Kneeling down to retrieve it, she stared at the little fan of blue
petals that adorned the logo—or were they tears?

Well, she thought, I might as well do it when 1 get back. The day
can hardly get any worse.

*

Marc’s eyes lingered on the ferocious sway of Patrissia’s hips as she
stamped angrily down the path, and then, as she slowed to negotiate
the gate, he lifted his face to the sky, her long hair still swinging and
dancing in his head, her scent in his nostrils.

Disgusted at his weakness, he decided to walk the muddy and
overgrown river path back to his studio. He could collect the damn
car later.

He had been surprised and almost angered by Jamie’s invitation,
which had arrived in the form of a note pushed through his door a
few days before, and had scribbled a refusal without hesitation.

But the next morning he had changed his mind. He could already
see Patrissia and Jamie, drunk and lascivious, soiling a spare bed or
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garden shed...And angrily tearing up the note, he had cursed
himself for succumbing to his fears and his jealousy.

He simply could not understand why Jamie was so attractive to
her. He was shallow and unprincipled, and his charm was so
transparent it made Marc furious to think she could be taken in. But
she was obviously amused by the tawdry oaf—he had often seen
them with their heads together at the meetings, sharing whispered
asides. It crucified him to think of them together, naked and
sweating. ..

Stopping by the weir, Marc stared grimly over the parapet at the
tumultuous flow and turmoil of currents in motion, colliding,
fighting, retreating, resolving, wondering if his jealousy would ever
allow him to share with Patrissia the limpid peace they both lusted
after.

And what if Lucinda had invited Jobnny? After all, he had been her
tutor too, and she might very well conspire with Patrissia in
orchestrating an assignation. The possibility froze his spine.

*

Arriving home with a pounding headache, he went straight
through the house and out across the garden to the studio, and
wrenching the door open, he pulled the cord over the bench.

He coughed. The dust had had time to settle, and his feet across
the boards had disturbed it.

A cold flickery light illuminated his goddess. Touching her face, he
let his hands fall down the lines of her shoulders. How different she
was from the portrait in the gallery! One was a soft echo from
faraway, the other a scream in the ear.

Johnny. He tried to picture the man, but it nauseated him to think
of Patrissia naked in front of him, lips apart, skin hot, heart beating
to every stroke of his velvet brush.

Having battled with jealousy all day, he now found himself in the
grip of envy. Another deadly sin.
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The doldrums

Patrissia checked her answer machine and mobile phone for
messages one more time. There were none. Why did it always have
to be her who made contact? It was nearly forty-eight hours since
they had spoken at the pub and he was leaving it to her to get in
touch, as usual, but she steeled herself to hold out until Jamie’s
party.

Why couldn’t the damn party be tonight? She was desperately in
need of diversion, and bursting to confide her news to someone.
How could she have let this happen? At least it couldn’t be Theo’s.
They hadn’t had sex for months. He was always too tired.

On a whim, she dialled Sian’s number and invited her round for
coffee, not really knowing why. It was only once she had slid her
phone back into her bag that she realised that her choice of
confidante was anything but random. It was obvious that Sian, of all
people, would reassure her that her news, just like her test, was
positive.

*

Patrissia settled herself on the sofa, arranging the folds of her
baggy trousers over her knees.

You know, I couldn’t make you out at first, Sian,’ she said,
pushing her hands through her long hair. “You seemed quite shy.’

T am,” Sian said, taking a sip of tea.

‘But you said the other night that you were thinking of having a
heart to heart with Marc, so you can’t be #hat shy,” Patrissia teased.
‘Did you do it?’

‘Oh, I was a bit in the doldrums—hormones, anxiety, Manu,
wondering if it’s right to have a baby with someone you’re not in
love with—you know.’

Patrissia nodded. ‘And wondering whether to be honest about it,
or just sit tight and keep quiet.” Patrissia shrugged. ‘Why is it so
hard? I suppose because honesty is usually hurtful—Most of the
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time we only think about being honest when we’ve been dishonest,
don’t we?’

Sian gave her a sharp look. ‘But what’s best, convenient deception
or painful honesty?’” she said slowly. I don’t know. I'm usually too
scared to rock the boat when everything seems OK, but how can

you go on being with someone when you’re always irritated or
bored?’

Patrissia smiled encouragingly. ‘I know. Work, food, ailments—
there’s more to life than that, isn’t there?’

T don’t know, when you feel trapped you find yourself trying to
escape all the time, don’t you? I mean, you don’t want to be cruel,
but you can’t be bothered to be kind. You don’t care what they’re
doing and you don’t want them to know what you’re doing, even if
it’s nothing—nothing bad anyway. You feel under surveillance, then
you stop telling them anything, and then they start to get suspicious,
and, well, it’s the beginning of the end, isn’t it?’

‘I know exactly what you mean,” Patrissia’s voice was soft and low,
almost regretful.

‘Either you can’t be bothered, or he can’t, or neither of you can,
Sian continued. “You’ve got what you thought you wanted, but it’s
not enough any more. Somehow it’s not special, and you want
things to stay special.’

Patrissia nodded.

‘Have you ever been in love?r I mean, you know, really in lover?’ Sian
said suddenly. ‘In the meetings you said you hadn’t.’

Patrissia quickly gulped down a mouthful of tea. ‘Gosh, well—’

‘T have.” Sian’s face was serious. ‘It was catastrophic.” She began to
laugh.

“Yes, it always is,’ Patrissia smiled. ‘It’s so much easier to do the
Buddhist thing and stay unattached, isn’t it?” She took a biscuit off
the plate and snapped it in half. “You seem to have survived the
catastrophe though.’

Sian nodded. ‘After a lot of guilt and shame and sleepless nights—
maybe that’s why Roy gave me that flyer for the meetings. Maybe
he could see I needed to talk to someone, or—’
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‘Confess?’ Patrissia interrupted, intrigued that Sian had managed to
avoid saying whether she had spoken to Marc. ‘But that probably
isn’t why he gave you the flyer, is it?’

‘Oh well, of course, I know he fancies me, but that’s just
background, isn’t it? It’s not important.’

‘It probably is to him,” teased Patrissia. ‘Poor Roy!”

“Yes, but—I mean, he’s nice and all that, but he doesn’t really
have much potential, does he? He’s always so nervous and serious!’

‘Oh, I don’t know, he just needs bringing out, I think.’

‘Well, someone else can try if they like. He’ll need a good scrub
first, though.’

Patrissia patted Sian’s hand playfully. ‘So hard-hearted! Tell you
what, come with me a minute, I’'ve got something to show you,” she
said, taking her hand. Leading her back through the kitchen to what
Sian had supposed was a cupboard door, Patrissia eased it open and
flicked a switch.

‘Oh, a hot tub!’

“Yes, do you like it? I had it installed last winter, it’s very relaxing.
You can put your things on the chair over there.” She took some
candles out of a box and began to place them carefully on the tub’s
wooden surround. She flicked another switch and the water was
suffused with a cool blue light.

Sian was still standing by the door.

‘Come on,” said Patrissia, ‘it’s nice and warm—you’ll love it,” and
pulling off her clothes, she climbed in. “There’s a box of matches on
the shelf over there,” she pointed. ‘Light the candles, would you?’

Sian took a quick peek at Patrissia. She was sitting, eyes closed,
head back, black hair spread on the warm wood. She looked utterly
beautiful, but Sian didn’t want to be caught staring, so she turned
away to find the box of household matches. Shaking one out, she
moved to the first candle behind Patrissia’s head and lit it, shielding
it from Patrissia’s abundant glossy hair. Gathering courage, she took
off her heavy cardigan, then, fumbling, the rest of her clothes.

Moving to the second candle, she inhaled deeply, lit it, and then
slowly moved round the tub, concentrating, carefully lighting them
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all. Finally, closing her eyes, her head filled with the sensual scent of
patchouli, she lowered herself into the warm blue water.

*

Patrissia lay thoughtfully admiring Sidn’s breasts suspended
opposite her, full and hard-looking, the tips dark. She felt a sudden
longing, a feeling of irresistible connection—the connection of
motherhood, the secret society that she’d never wanted to belong
to, but which seemed to have dismissed her own will as irrelevant.

‘How many months are you now? It must be, what, sevenr’” she
murmured.

Sian began to stroke her belly automatically. “Yes. It’s lovely when
the baby kicks. He’s doing it now—feel it.”

She closed her eyes as Patrissia moved towards her, making small
ripples in the water, and then a warm hand touched her belly and
moved over it in a soft circle.

‘Mmm, that feels amazing,” said Patrissia.

‘He loves water. He kicks a lot when I go in the bath, but this is
gorgeous.’

T'm glad you like it—You can come and use it any time, you just
have to say.” She paused, her smile fading. ‘Sian, I did a test this
morning—It was positive.”

T knew it A big grin spread over Sian’s face. ‘Oh, I'm really
pleased! Whose is it, Trisha? Not Jamie’s, surely?’

They both laughed.
‘Heavens, no! I doubt he could fit me in to his busy schedule.”

‘He’s certainly got the hots for you though, and you know it!” Sian
gigeled. ‘But if it’s not Jamie, who is it? Marc?’

‘What makes you think that?’
‘Oh, come on, you know.’

Patrissia pressed her hand gently against her flat stomach. ‘I can’t
wait until I'm as big as you, Sian. T’ll only be able to believe it when
I see it. It just seems so—’
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‘T know. I felt that too in the first few months—that weird “7# can’t
be real feeling.’

Yes.’
But it is real.

They sat in the water together, close and familiar, while Sian
continued to talk and Patrissia felt herself sinking under the bleak
prospect of breaking the news to Marc.

And maybe it’s our only chance.

*

Sian was long gone when Patrissia folded herself into the sofa and
pushed her still-wet hair off her face, weighing up the pros and cons
of a last cigarette and an early night. She wondered if Marc was still

up.
There was no denying that, for all his resistance, the cord between

them was very far from unravelling. If anything, it was pulling
tighter the more strenuously he tried to unpick it.

She couldn’t help wondering if she would ever see Johnny again—
no, of course she wouldn’t. But why had he entered that portrait of
her in the competition? He must have known how good it was, and
that it would be displayed. Was it a message to her?

Marc obviously thought so. His reaction to the portrait had
seemed irrational to her at the time, but now she saw that it was
perfectly understandable.

She had to talk to Marc again, soon, preferably before the party—
she couldn’t let his suspicions fester, as they must.

Besides, she wanted to know how the sketch of her she had seen

on his desk was proceeding—and to tell him she was carrying his
child.

She contemplated phoning him but, unable to compose a
persuasive enough pretext for a late night call, paused to light her
cigarette, reflecting on whether lovers should need a pretext to
contact one another. He probably wouldn’t answer anyway, and if
she asked later, he would no doubt tell her he’d been working.
Working at what, though? What were all those ghastly photos for?
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Patrissia blew a cloud of smoke at the hissing embers, but none
caught and, with the room turning decidedly cool, she pulled her
bathrobe tight over her belly.
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But is it art?

“Trish, red ot white?’
‘Thanks Jamie. Red please, definitely. I need blood.”

“You should talk to Giles, eh Giles? He can get blood from a
stone, believe me.’

When he had first suggested having a party, Jamie had hoped that
Lucinda would view it as his way of welcoming her into his other
life. It seemed to have worked too. She had gone to great pains to
bring the dining room up to tonight’s standard of homely
exquisiteness, Jamie noted approvingly, and he felt a warm glow of
satisfaction. On the other hand, it made him mildly anxious to see
how much trouble she had gone to for him.

She was now sitting at the opposite end of the long limed-oak
table beside Marc. Father Ignatius, founder of the meetings! A man
of the cloth—albeit an unclothed one, he smiled to himself—would
reassure Lucinda that he was associating with intelligent, spiritually-
minded folk nowadays: good, decent people who were in quite a
different league to his old mate, Giles.

Or his new mate, Roy, for that matter, he thought, glancing at
both and hoping their behaviour would befit the occasion.

‘Top up, old man?’

Giles perked up. “‘What’s that Jamie? Oh, yes,” he poked his pudgy
face towards Patrissia. ‘I’ll say! Bottoms up, darling!’

Jamie continued round the table. He was concerned about Patrissia

too. She looked quite unlike her usual vivacious self tonight, he
thought, almost sullen, and not at all attractive. ‘Plenty more over
there,” he said, completing the circuit and pointing to the trolley
behind Roy. ‘Roy’ll do the honours.”

‘So what’s the occasion then, Jamie? Getting divorced from the
lovely Lucinda? I say, Lucinda, about time too—definitely the right
decision. Should have done it years agol’ Giles grinned
affectionately. “The old silk sheets getting a bit threadbare eh?’
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‘Hello Giles, nice to see you again,” said Lucinda. ‘It’s been far too
long. But actually no—no divorcing a Catholic, you know. It’s too
late for him to enter the priesthood.’

‘Jamie and the life celibate? That'll be the day,” said Giles. ‘Unless
your tastes are turning to altar boys, Jamie? That’s more your style,
eh, old chap?’

‘Very funny Giles. At least I've outgrown the sheep, which gossip
insists, you seem not to have. Trish, your glass seems depleted—
Roy, would you mind? Behind you.’

Roy turned warily and retrieved another bottle. Patrissia took it
with a serious smile. “Thank you Roy. You might as well get a few
more while you’re there.”

‘That’s the spirit, Trish!” said Jamie, draining his glass. “We’ll all be
on our knees by the end of the evening, I dare say! Marc, red or
white?’

‘Red, thanks.” Marc turned over the delicate crystal, sparkling in
the superfluous candle-light. “Where did you get these, Lucinda?
They’re rather fine.’

‘Thank you Marc. They were a wedding present from Jamie’s
father. Special occasions only, until now. What /s the occasion
Jamie? I forgot to ask.’

‘Oh, you know, I just thought we should use them more often. I
thought the Montrachet deserved something special, don’t you
agree? But I can swap them for the breakfast tumblers if you’d
prefer?’

‘Now, now,” grinned Giles. ‘If she wasn’t thinking of divorce
before, you might be giving her some food for thought.’

‘Oh, do be quiet Giles!” said Lucinda.

*
Roy was listening closely but he couldn’t follow most of the
banter, or think of anything to say.

He felt left out, and had spent most of the evening so far
wondering when someone would talk to him. Apart from the initial
greeting and a quick babble of names that Roy was already having
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trouble remembering, Jamie had ignored him. And Marc had looked
away when Roy had tried to catch his eye. Not only that, but
Patrissia hadn’t said two words to him, even though she was sitting
next to him.

He took a quick glance at her. She looks sad, he thought. She looks
angry too.

Actually, apart from requests for wine, nobody had even looked at
him apart from the woman sitting next to Lucinda—Antonia, he
thought she was called—and then it was just a casual glance while
she was refilling her glass.

It wasn’t much better than being in the pub, thought Roy, as he
tried to get comfortable in his chair, acutely aware of the hostess
trolley that had been parked behind him.

The food came with only a slight lull in the conversation, and went
uncomplimented, which surprised him. They seemed to have no
manners.

*

Roy was roused from his reflections by Jamie uncorking yet
another bottle.

‘Giles, a little bird tells me you’re buying a new pad?’

“Yes! House-warming imminent, just as soon as all the papers are
signed. But I have to tell you, I'm far more excited about what I
may have moving in with me!” he announced grandly.

‘Ah hal’ Jamie shouted, clapping a hand on Giles’ broad slab of a
shoulder. ‘And is #his what all your excitement’s about?”” he
enquired, grinning, angling his head towards the woman beside him.

The woman, Magda, smiled back. ‘Oh no, not me. He’s talking
about a painting. It’s at the auction tomorrow.’

‘Blimey, mate, I didn’t know you were getting into art now as well.
Where d’you get the energy?” Jamie said. “What are you buying?’

‘It’s a monster of a painting! Fucking huge!” Giles’ arms spread out
to full span to depict the enormity of his potential purchase. ‘It’s by
a chap called Ed Knippers, an American. All his stuff’s pretty
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massive—big, brassy, in-your-face and, believe me, if you saw the
jugs on this little beauty!’

‘A nude, is it?’ Jamie grinned.

Giles rubbed his hands together. ‘Absolutely right, mate.’

‘What’s the name of this painting?’

“T'he Prize, or should 1 say, The Prizes?” he chuckled. ‘The size of
her—

“Yes, thank you, Giles. Do you even know what the painting is
about?’ Patrissia interrupted, raising her head.

“Yes, I do. It’s Salomé with John the Baptist’s head on a plate.’

‘That’s right,” smiled Patrissia, patronisingly. ‘No# a nude. And
Herodias is all dressed to kill, getting legless behind her datling
daughter. And Herod’s nose is so red he’s probably just snorted
several lines of coke.’

“Yes, you've got it, that’s the one!” cried Giles, proprietorially.

‘Salomé herself, of course, is hardly what you’d call an irresistible
seductress, is she? More like an also-ran in a Miss Wet T-Shirt
contest.’

“Yeah, well, old Eddie obviously liked a bit of sex with his
violence, eh? What d’you reckon, Jamie?’

Jamie shrugged. ‘I can’t say I know the painting, Giles.’

‘I know it Patrissia interrupted. ‘And o, it’s not particularly
famous. Mind you, perhaps in the Christian art scene it might have
a certain following.’

‘Why?” asked Giles, crestfallen. ‘Knippers wasn’t some kind of
born-again dude, was her’

‘Oh yes, very much so. He was an evangelical Christian, church of
the Nazarene, to be precise. Makes you wonder, doesn’t it, how
such a religious man could paint such smut? I suppose it’s just
possible that he was trying to convey the pressures of spiritual
conflict and its effect on the human body?’ she added sniffily.

“You mean her bloody juicy great hooters!” Giles agreed, smacking
his lips.
Antonia giggled and clapped her hands in delight.
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‘So, in truth, Giles, far from joining the ranks of the serious art
collector, you’re actually buying this repulsive, oversized
monstrosity as a kind of floor to ceiling porno mural? D’you know
that the picture is twelve feet wide? Where’re you going to hang it,
on the washing line?’

‘Have you actually ever seen the painting, Patrissia?”” Marc
interjected.

She turned her head to the top end of the table where Lucinda and
Marc sat watching her.

‘Not in the flesh, thankfully, no.’

‘Hmm, well, I do feel that poor old Giles is taking rather a lashing
from you over his artistic proclivities, and I’'m aggrieved to hear
Edward Knippers’ portrayal of the unholy execution likened to
pornography. You’re quite missing the point, Patrissia, and I'm a
little disappointed in you.”

Patrissia half-closed her eyes at him, then turned to Magda when
she found that a ready riposte eluded her.

‘Do you like the picturer’

It’s very big I suppose,” Magda replied even-handedly. ‘I can’t say
I would buy it, but it /s very exciting.’

Yes, it is,” Marc nodded seriously. ‘Knippers was a cultured,
courteous, spiritually civilised Christian, whose relationship to the
rather insistent physicality of his paintings is actually very
interesting.’

‘Oh, do tell us more,” Patrissia goaded, pouring herself and Magda
each another glass of the Montrachet. ‘Spiritually civilised? What in
God’s name does that even mean?’

Marc placed his own glass firmly on the starched linen napkin and
sighed wearily.

‘The painting, with which you claim to be familiar, is a superb
dichotomy. Its success can be measured by the inherent tensions
within it. For example, all three of them, mother, father, and
daughter, are inebriated, engorged with, yet oddly anaesthetised to,
what they have done.’

‘Ha hal! Just like me!” Antonia sniggered, raising her glass.
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‘So as a result, they are able to accept the unacceptable.’

‘T see,” Patrissia answered, ignoring Antonia. ‘So that makes it a
good painting, does it?’

‘Possibly, yes. Certainly the picture manages to juxtapose comic
and absurd images within what is a very harrowing and highly-
charged scene.’

‘Ah, you mean the rolls of flab and pointy nipples? The flesh and
sweat and deformity? That’s comic, is it? 1 think it’s just vulgar.
Compare it to Caravaggio’s painting of the same subject. It’s his
ability to expose the human condition without the need to deface
the canvas with ugliness, which makes it great. Caravaggio’s Salomé
can’t look at what she has done: she’s staring right out of the
picture, unlike Knippers’ stripper—She’s full-frontal and loving
every minute of it.’

T disagree,” Marc responded firmly. ‘Knippers directly relates the
Baroque concerns for our moral condition, which you spoke of. He
details the grotesque folds of flesh you so disparage specifically to
show how our physical excesses mirror our moral condition.’

‘Oh, it’s our moral condition now, is it?’

Yes, it Zs. The horror and the conscience you see in the
Caravaggio is so expected. It plays the game in chiaroscuro—Good
versus Evil. Wrong-doing followed by guilt and shame. All very
tidy. But what Knippers gives us is something far more challenging,
which is why you recoil from it. He’s painted these glazed, gigantic
puppets, on whom it’s only just dawning what they have done.
Their emotions are stupefied. There’s a vacancy in them all. No
moral compass. No way out.’

T don’t think Marc or Patrissia will be out-bidding you at the
auction tomorrow, Giles,” Magda laughed.

‘What do you think, Marc?’ Patrissia interrupted. ‘D’you like
Salomé’s tits or d’you prefer her alcoholic mummy, all dressed up in
her party frock?’

‘Oh stop now, Trish!” Lucinda urged gently.

Marc dismissed her concern with a light wave of his hand. ‘It’s a
reasonable question,” he said, ‘and one which I can answer—within
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the confines of art criticism only, you understand, not from
personal persuasion.’

‘Of course, how silly of me to think you might have a personal
opinion!” exclaimed Patrissia, banging her hand on the table.

Marc raised his eyebrows. ‘Knippers’ Salomé is openly sexually
available, yet she is repulsive at the same time. This is the stuff that
disturbs us. It’s like witnessing yourself salivating over rancid food.
Caravaggio’s Salomé looks like a saint, except for a subtle gleam in
her eye, a hint of manipulative womanliness that warns us what she
is capable of. I know which I find the more frightening.” He looked
accusingly at Patrissia.

‘Thank you for your oh-so-detached appraisal, Marc. Nice to hear
how we womenfolk retain our roles as deranged, deluded whores or
devious madonnas while man’s basic instincts whiz into the twenty-
first century!” she laughed, acidly. A headache was gnawing at the
back of her skull. She emptied her glass.

*

‘If you need a hand hanging the painting, I've got an extendable
ladder,” offered Roy, who had been marvelling at the dimensions of
the work of art for some time. ‘If it’s twelve foot, it’ll need a couple
of strong blokes!’

‘Thanks, Roy,” Giles grinned. ‘I’d appreciate that.’

You’re such a sweetie,” gushed Antonia, sweeping her sticky hand
over his trousers. Roy coloured and lifted his glass to distract
himself.

‘We women are not «// saints or sinners you know, Marc,” Lucinda
chuckled, patting his arm lightly. ‘I’'m surprised you hold such a dim
view of the gentler sex.”

I fail to see how either of you,” he replied, gesturing towards
Patrissia, ‘could have formed any misapprehension with regard to
what I just said.’

He paused as both women regarded him patiently.

‘T simply observed that both Salomés committed the same deed.
One is brazen, yet oblivious to what she has done. The other is far
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more knowing—she feigns remorse, but her penitence is a lie. So 1
simply suggested that Caravaggio’s Salomé is the more insidious.’

‘Quite right,” Lucinda agreed. ‘I love the painting and I've always
thought that her expression is rather suspicious—She’s anything but

sorry.
‘Well, Giles,” said Patrissia finally, Tlet’s hope Roy’s extendable

ladder is as long as he says it is or the repulsive Salomé may never
get erected to her satisfaction.”

‘Patrissia, dear, would you like a glass of Evian? I don’t know
about you, but I'm parched after that pickled herring,” Lucinda
offered, passing the carafe down to Magda. ‘Do you paint at all,
Magda?’

‘No, I don’t paint.’

Marc got up abruptly and walked around the table. As he passed
Patrissia, he leaned against her shoulder and whispered, ‘You’re
drunk. And you won’t be getting 7y head on a plate,” he added,
before taking her earlobe between his teeth.

She jerked her head away in surprise and glanced up to where he
had just stood, only to find him gone. Anyone noticing Marc’s
parting gesture would assume it to be a reconciliatory intimacy, a
lover’s kiss.

*

“You look a bit tired—Can I get you anythin’»” Roy directed his
question at the tablecloth, too afraid to catch Patrissia’s eye. She
slowly turned her head towards him, glancing momentarily at the
gleeful expression on Antonia’s face over his shoulder.

She shrugged. “Thank you Roy, but no, I'm fine, thanks. Anyway, 1
think Antonia wants to speak to you.” She resumed her dark

meditation, leaving Roy to whatever it was that was going on in his
head.

‘Roy! What a manly name!’ said a loud voice. Roy reluctantly
turned to Antonia, her cheeks pink and her lipstick smudged. She
was smiling brightly at him and he smelled her delicate scent
surround him as she slid to his side.
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‘Er, thanks Antonia. It 75 Antonia, isn’t it? Sorry, I’'m not good at
names.’

Her smile grew sweeter. “‘What do you do, Roy? Only I thought
Jamie said you were good with your hands.’

‘Oh, lay off him, Antonia,” said Jamie.

I, er, I suppose I'm sort of an odd-job man,” Roy mumbled.
‘That’s how I know Jamie and, er, Lucinda. Deliveries, furniture,
gardenin’, that sort of thing. You’re Lucinda’s friend?’

Antonia took a sip of her wine. ‘Oh, gosh, yes, we go back
absolutely ages! Odd jobs eh? I don’t suppose you know anything
about boxes, do you? Only I've this pretty little bush, you see.
Someone told me it’s a box—I believe you can tell by the smell, is
that right? Would you like to take a look? I'd be very grateful.” Her
disarming smile was still there, her eyes still bright.

‘Oh. I don’t know, I ’aven’t done much with bushes apart from the
odd bit of tyin’ up and prunin’, not really my thing. I could look it
up though.’

Lucinda stifled a gasp. “That would be perfect, said Antonia,
edging nearer, and letting her long hair swing, releasing a new burst
of the delicate scented net in which Roy found himself. ‘Let’s see, 1
have to get my hair cut tomorrow—Why don’t you pop round and
give me your advice about my nice little bush on Sunday?’

She suddenly turned to the table, scraping her chair legs on the
bare boards. ‘Isn’t that nice, everybody? Roy’s coming to smell my
box. And I'll have my new haircut! He’ll be able to have a good
sniff around. Thank you, Roy!” And she gave him a peck on his
blushing cheek.

‘No problem, ’appy to, er, ’elp. How will I know where to find it”’

‘Left at the church, and straight on till doomsday!” Antonia said,
losing interest. ‘Oh, you can get my address from Lucinda. Well,
darling,” she said, turning back to Lucinda, who was filling their
glasses, ‘it looks like my weekend’s sorted out. Let’s drink to it, Lul’
They both suppressed giggles as they took delicate sips. ‘Oops,
reminds me, need the loo.” She got to her feet carefully and touched
Roy’s shoulder as she passed him. ‘Don’t forget!’

Jamie winked at him. “Take no notice, mate, she’s a bit drunk.’

220



*

Marc had watched this exchange with disgust. Roy, of all people,
didn’t deserve to be the target of such careless nastiness, and feeling
an obscure responsibility for his discomfort, Marc moved around
the table to Antonia’s vacated chair.

‘How are you, Roy? I've been meaning to ask you how you’re
enjoying the meetings?’

Roy’s face went rigid, then with flickering eyes he stammered, ‘Er,
well, I dunno. It’s sort of like a proper family.’

A proper family? Marc thought. ‘How so?’

“You know, a family of, er, friends. I aven’t got many friends an’
it’s nice—I mean, it’s nice at the meetin’s. I can’t really follow most
of the stuff you talk about, but it don’t matter ’cos you’re my
friends. I'm really grateful Jamie invited me tonight, but to be
‘onest, I feel a bit like the odd one out. Everyone’s talkin’ about
their stuff, an’ I ’aven’t got any stuff. That’s why I like the meetin’s,
I reckon, ’cos even though I don’t understand much, we’re tryin’ to
’elp each other, right? It ain’t the same in real life.’

Marc nodded. Rea/ /life. Yes, these rude, self-absorbed, spiteful
drunks were definitely more like real life.

‘I know what you mean about the meetings, at least they’re wostly
fairly civilised. People do try anyway. Unlike Antonia,” he said with a
grimace, ‘who I fear is not civilised in any useful sense. Don’t mind
me, but I think she was teasing you.”

“T'easin’?’ Roy looked worried.

‘But tell me, Roy,” Marc continued, not wanting to explain, ‘do the
meetings help you spiritually? Have they made any difference?’

‘Spiritually? 1 dunno what you mean. Is it, like, imaginin’ what
God’s like, only better? I mean, you all talk so much about other
stuff, but nobody talks much about God, do they? I mean, I
thought we’d be talkin’ about ’im a bit more.”

‘Oh, Him! Yes, I’d hoped so too. I suppose we do talk about the
qualities He thinks are good, like understanding, honesty,
responsibility...” He tailed off. It all sounded so divorced from the
realities of daily life. ‘Four of us in this room go to the meetings,
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but I don’t see any signs of any of those qualities in any of us,
except you, Roy.” There was a ghost of a smile.

‘Whadda’ya mean?’ Roy was blushing.

‘Well, we talk a lot about honesty but you’re the only honest one
there—or here.” He glanced at Patrissia, who was giving out not-
listening waves. ‘Between the essence and the descent falls the
shadow.”

‘Eh?’ Roy looked at him blankly.

‘Eliot.

‘Oh, right, well yeah. But what gets me is, people all say different
things at the meetings, don’t they? I mean, who d’you believe?’

‘You mean, whose opinion overrides all the other opinions? Who
knows?®

Yeah, who knows? Roy thought to himself. I wish someone would tell
me.

‘Nobody knows, Roy. It’s a question of faith.”

‘But what if you ’aven’t gof any opinions? 1 want to ’ave opinions
and talk about stuff, but I don’t know ’ow to. What’s wrong with me,
Marc?’

Marc looked at him properly for the first time. ‘Nothing, Roy. 1
don’t think you are quite as dedicated to your own desires as most
people. The first thing selfish desire does is make you dishonest—
with yourself and with others, so you can pursue your own ends.
That’s probably why you don’t have sz4ff, as you put it, and don’t
spout rubbish like you’ve heard tonight, and why it makes no sense
to you when you hear it.’

He glanced at Patrissia, who had pushed her chair back from the

table and was sitting, glass in hand and chin up, eyes hooded,
staring through the window opposite into the conservatory. She
looked like she had more stuff than most.

That’s not Aphrodite, it’s Arachne hard at work weaving her web.

He wondered what plan she was hatching that was taking so much
calculation. At least Johnny hadn’t made an appearance.

“Tell me, Roy, what do you make of Patrissia?’
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Roy was panicking now. What J:d he think of Patrissia? And was
she listening? ‘Er, I dunno really, but she looks a bit sad,” he
ventured. ‘It don’t look like she’s ’avin’ much fun.’

‘No.” Marc looked past Roy at Patrissia, now into the dregs of the
bottle. ‘No, it doesn’t.’

‘Marc, darling!’

Antonia, returning from the toilet, sat down heavily on his lap.
‘Patrissia wz// be jealous.’

Marc grimaced, ‘I doubt she’d mind, Antonia—unless you’re
offering to model for me.’

Retreating from Patrissia’s weary glance, Marc tipped Antonia
tirmly off his lap.

‘Talk about being dumped!” Antonia cried. ‘Marc, you’ll certainly
spend your life alone unless you mend your ways, you heartless
Romeo! Giles! You seem to be the only gentleman here: would you
escort me to a place of safety away from these puritans? I feel a
trifle nauseous.’

Giles turned with a glistening grin. ‘Glad to be of service my dear
—You’re safe with me, I’'m an atheist through and through. Allow
me to take a turn with you en plein air. It is a bit stuffy in here.’

Marc turned to Lucinda, who was sitting with a detached smile
playing around her lips, her slim hands cradling her glass.

‘I could do with a cigarette. Will the garden be all right, Lucinda?’

‘Of course, Marc, I'll come with you. I need some air too,” she
said, glancing down the table to where Giles was leant back on two
legs of his chair, hands tucked into his red braces. As Antonia
swung huffily past Marc, Giles let his chair fall onto its feet and
stood unsteadily, following her out.

>

‘Oh dear, I fear vomit collection might be on the menu,” sighed
Lucinda. ‘Close the door, Jamie, please, I don’t think anyone wishes
to hear your estimable friend lose his brains.’

‘Basy on, darling,” said Jamie, placatingly, ‘it’s only fun, eh?
Anyway, it’s your friend who can’t handle her drink, not Giles.”
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Lucinda stood up. T’ll just get a jacket from upstairs, Marc. Won’t
be long.’

*

In the hall, Giles bumped into Antonia’s back as she suddenly
stopped in front of him, groping in her handbag.

‘Do be careful, Giles! I feel a headache coming on. That horrid
man pushed me off his lap. Did you see him?’

‘He must be mad!” laughed Giles. “‘Who could resist you?’

‘Who are those two, anyway? Surely they can’t be Jamie’s friends?
That Patrissia woman’s so rude! If she’d carried on I'd have given
her a slap, you know. Mind you, her boyfriend shut her up—Did
you see what he did?’

‘No, what?’

‘He bit het!” She closed her bag with a snap. ‘Have you anything
on you, Giles? I appear to have come ill-equipped.’

‘Only the tools of the trade, Antonia,” said Giles, sniffing.

“Try the kitchen cupboard, darling,” said Lucinda as she squeezed
passed them. “You go on,” she said to Marc, who had followed her,
Tl be right with you.’

As Lucinda made her way upstairs, she saw Giles slowly edge
behind Antonia and take a handful of her sleek rear. I must say,
you’re looking rather sexy tonight.’

‘Hmm, well you’re not,” she replied, giving up her fruitless search,
‘but the competition is less than sin...scintillating,” and grabbing at
the toilet doot, she stumbled inside, pulling him after her.

*

Marc lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply, savouring the cool, crisp air
laden with its scent of freshly-mown grass.

‘Well, Marc, the party seems to be going with a bang,” Lucinda
said, appearing at his shoulder. ‘It’s nice to meet you at last,
although I have to say you’re not quite as described. I almost
ordered a crate of communion wine, but then again, I know Jamie
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tends to exaggerate. And Giles, unfortunately,” she said, as the back
door slammed shut and a stooped figure weaved its way towards
the far side of the lawn.

‘If you don’t mind me saying, you’re not what I was expecting
cither. How did you and Jamie end up together?’

‘Oh, he was quite fun in the beginning, and fun was at rather a
premium in the circles I inhabited,” Lucinda answered seriously.
‘Speaking of fun, Patrissia seems rather low tonight. I've never seen
her so wrapped-up in all the years I've known her.’

‘Art school, wasn’t it?” said Marc. ‘She mentioned that you and she
knew each other. You had the same tutor, didn’t you? She seems to
rate him very highly.’

‘You mean Johnny? Oh yes, he was the only one who could keep
her in line, and she respected him for that. She was pretty wild—
quite talented, and madly attractive, but rather inclined to shred the
ego of anyone who got too close.”

‘Respect, was that all it was?’

‘Surely she told your” Lucinda laughed. “Their affair was legendary
—he was quite spellbound. But then, so were most of the men—
and some of the women too. I think it’s fair to say she enjoyed
herself. Anyway, the rest of us had to make do with her leftovers,
duly tattered and torn. We patched them up as best we could.”

Marc was watching Patrissia through the conservatory window.
She was half-slumped in her chair, picking at the napkin on the
table, and ignoring Jamie’s obvious attempts to include her in his
conversation with Magda.

‘Jamie doesn’t come across as a leftover.’

Lucinda followed his eyes. ‘Oh no—In his dreams! No, Jamie
wasn’t part of that set. His father was one of daddy’s city friends. In
fact it was all rather set up—not that I objected. I'm afraid I found
all that kind of thing quite draining—the fending-off and so on. I'm
boring like that. I'm not the artist type, all bang and crash. Art
school was daddy’s idea. I’'m grateful to him for taking the effort
out of it all.”

Lucinda turned her back to the window. ‘But what about you?
How did you meet Patrissia?’
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‘At the El Greco exhibition.” Marc lifted his head.
‘The one at the National Gallery? I meant to go.”
“You should have, Lucinda, it was superb.’

‘To be honest, he’s rather too melodramatic for my taste. I'm
much fonder of Sisley, Seurat and that gentle out-of-focus
vagueness of the Impressionists. Terribly sweet and middle-class, 1
know, but that’s what I like.”

‘Well, there’s something to be said for restraint, in art as in life.
Odd to think that they were considered young Turks at the time.’

‘I suppose we all have to grow up,” said Lucinda, unsmiling.

Patrissia seemed to have left the table, and Marc watched as Jamie
rose and, bending to whisper in Magda’s ear, followed her out.

You’re a bit of a mystery man, Marc. Jamie says you’re good
friends, but he doesn’t seem to know much about you.”

‘There’s not much to know,” Marc replied, flicking his cigarette
butt into a flowerbed. ‘I lost my parents and was brought up by the
Church. At one point they thought I had a vocation, but ill-health
intervened and I couldn’t continue. Luckily I had the good fortune
to inherit a house from a maiden aunt, so at least I had a refuge.’

‘So you fell on your feet. Lucky you! And then what?’

‘Life outside was rather different from what I was used to, and my
health...It was difficult to know what to do. I'd been trained as a
priest, but I’d lost my faith...” His eyes clouded over. ‘I wasn’t really
equipped to function in the world.”

‘Who is?’

He didn’t seem to hear her. ‘Eventually I began to go to classes of
various kinds. I knew that I had some aptitude for drawing, but
then I came across some hammers and chisels, which seemed much
more my kind of thing,” he smiled, ‘so I learned how to be a
sculptor. Virgins, centaurs, grotesques, that kind of thing. I get
small commissions, do the odd show, but mostly I decorate houses
to earn my keep.’

‘Hmm, I detect concealment!” said Lucinda archly. ‘But another
time perhaps. Are you working on anything particularly grotesque at
the moment?’
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Marc gave a short laugh. ‘Grotesque doesn’t do it justice.’
She gave him a sharp look. ‘It sounds fascinating. What is it?’

‘An exorcism of sorts, I suppose. A repository for nasty stuff. All
voodoo’d out,” he replied with a bitter laugh.

Lucinda inclined her head. ‘Does your voodoo doll have a title?’
‘Lachesis. Are you familiar with Greek myth, Lucinda?’

‘A little. Lachesis is one of the three Fates, isn’t she? A nasty piece
of wotk, as I recall.’

“Yes, the nastiest. She gave her name to a species of viper.’

‘Goodness! But tell me, what are these mysterious meetings you
run? Jamie doesn’t say much about what you all talk about, but he
seems to spend any spare time he’s got going to them.’

‘Oh, the meetings—what are they? Well, it’s hard to say, except
that there’s a great deal of misunderstanding.’

‘Jamie says he finds them very interesting.’

‘They could have been, but they’ve got a bit off-target in my
opinion, although Patrissia and Jamie seem to be happy enough
with the way they’re going.’

Both their gazes drifted towards the dining room, where only Roy
and Magda were visible.

‘Perhaps I should come along some time.’

“You would be very welcome. Patrissia says you’re a practising
Catholic?’

‘Upholding one’s good intentions in the face of this depressingly
unholy world takes more determination than I can usually spare,
unfortunately, and I’'m afraid I’'m relying on tolerance rather than
good works to get me into heaven.’

‘It’s certainly one of the more useful virtues, yes,” Marc snorted.

‘Well,” said Lucinda with a shiver, I’'m getting chilly. Shall we
return to the fray? With luck, the loutish Giles will be snoring under
the table, and if not, I feel duty-bound to rescue poor Magda.” She
peered theatrically through the conservatory windows, and turned
back. ‘No such luck. Magda it is. Are you coming?’
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‘No, I think I’ll stay here a few minutes longer. I doubt Patrissia is
missing my company.’

‘No. She certainly seems intent on drowning whatever sorrows are
eating her tonight.” She shivered again. T’ll see you inside. Perhaps
we can have a longer chat sometime? I’d like to hear your tale of
woe with the details filled in.”

She touched his hand lightly. I hope you don’t mind me saying,
but I'd be wary of getting too involved with Patrissia.” She stopped,
looking abashed. ‘Sorty, it’s not my place. Ignore me, I hardly know
you.” She shook her head. ‘No, look, I'm sorry, I do apologise—I
think I’ve had a little too much to drink—please forget what I said,
I had no right. Oh dear, I’d better go in.’

Leaving Marc staring at her back, she turned and hurried into the
house.

*

‘So, Roy is it? said Magda, across the littered table. ‘We are sober
while all around us civilisation falls, yes? Is it correct to get drunk in
these circumstances? I suspect that it is,” she said, eyeing the
scattered empty bottles. ‘Have they left us anything?’

Roy, now practised, reached behind him and grasped the last bottle
of red, handing it to her. She filled his glass and then her own.
‘Bottoms up, I suppose.” She took a long swig. ‘I don’t think much
of their manners, do your’ she said, waving her arm vaguely. “They
seem to think they’re still at boarding school.”

She took another swig, then handed it over the table to Roy, who
half-filled his glass. ‘But I suppose for them the world 7s just a big
boarding school, filled with pals, bounders and plebs.” She laughed.
‘I don’t think they really have any idea how ordinary people have to
live. They don’t care, either. They invite us here, and then they
ignore us. We either learn how to fit in with #hem, or we don’t exist.’

Roy felt anger rising. ‘Bloody right.’

‘Of course I'm right.” Magda looked serious for a second, then
gigeled. ‘But we know there’s another world, don’t we? A much
harsher one.” She tipped her head towards Marc, now alone in the
garden. ‘I get the feeling that he does, too.”
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‘Dunno, if ’e does, ’e don’t show it much. But yer could be right, at
least ’e tries, sometimes.’

‘She nodded. Yes, some of them do, occasionally. What do you do
for a living, Roy?’

‘Odd-job man. I’'ve got a van. What about your’

T get part-time jobs here and there. I've been helping Giles with
his wine business.’

‘Oh, so yer not ’is girlfriend, then?’

She laughed. “You’re joking, aren’t you? No, strictly business. I'm
only here to make up the numbers.’

‘Don’t yer mind?’

‘Why should I? I didn’t have anything better to do, and it was a
chance to meet some new people.” She smiled as the door opened
and Lucinda came in.

‘Where is everybody?” Lucinda put a tray of cheese and biscuits on
the table. ‘Roy, can you see if there’s a dessert wine behind you?’

T don’t think there is,” Magda said quickly. ‘I looked eatlier—I’ve
rather a sweet tooth.” She smiled at Roy’s look of relieved gratitude.

‘Oh, I thought Jamie told me... never mind. I don’t suppose you
know where Trisha’s got to? I wanted to ask her something.’

‘I think she went for a cigarette.”

‘She’s not in the garden. Maybe she just went to the loo.”
The door opened and Giles reappeared.

‘Feeling better? asked Lucinda, brightly.

‘Don’t know what you mean, darling, I’'ve been enjoying the night
air. I left Antonia feeling rather delicate though, I fear.’

‘Hmm, yes, I heard,” she replied, glancing at Magda. ‘Perhaps I’ll
go and see how she is.’

The door clicked open and Antonia tottered in before she got any
further.

‘Wake up, everyone! Can we play games now?’ Pausing at Giles’
shoulder, she whispered loudly, ‘Perhaps you should button your fly
—little boy mustn’t catch cold now, must he?’
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‘Oh, Antonia, you’re the only one in the mood for games, I think,’
said Lucinda, as Antonia slipped around the back of Magda’s chair.
‘I don’t suppose you’ve seen Jamie?’

‘Gone to get more drinks, the little darling.’
‘Oh good. He must have remembered about the Sauternes.’

Antonia smiled sympathetically. ‘Probably,” she said, sitting and
patting the chair next to her. ‘Come and talk to me, Lu, I’'ve some
juicy news.” Leaning close, she whispered. ‘Do you think he’s
dallying again?’

‘He’s always dallying or attempting to dally, Lucinda replied
quietly. ‘I do wonder who it is this time, though. Do yo# know?” She
smiled nervously, searching Antonia’s face.

‘Well, it’s not me.’

‘Of course it isn’t, darling.” She looked towards Patrissia’s empty
seat. ‘Oh well, I suppose I'll find out soon enough. Actually, I think
I'll go and text Jamie in case he forgets what he’s gone for. Excuse
me a moment.’

*

She found Patrissia standing in the hall, tapping her phone.

‘Late-night messages? Don’t let Marc catch you, or he’ll think
you’re up to no good.’

‘It’s Ciara.’

‘Hmm.” The two women looked at each other.

‘Don’t look at me like that, Lucinda. I've changed, really I have.’
‘So you’ve told Theo?’

‘Not exactly, but—’

‘Oh well, I suppose you know what you’re doing. Although, well,
forgive me for speaking my mind, dear, but maybe you shouldn’t be
too hasty. I don’t like to interfere, but is Marc an improvement? He
doesn’t seem to be making you very happy.’

‘He isn’t. He won’t let me in.’
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‘Well, it’s hardly surprising the way you were needling him at the
dinner table. Seriously, why can’t you just be nice, Trisha? If you’re
going to have an affair with the poor man, at least try to have some
fun” She shook her head. ‘Sorry, I have to text Jamie now.
Goodness knows where he’s got to.”

*

‘Welcome back old chap, we were starting to miss you! Antonia
especially has a void waiting to be filled, so she says,” Giles
sniggered as Jamie strolled in and dumped a clinking bag on the
table. ‘If you can oblige her—and I’'m sure a chap of your reputed
abilities would have little trouble in that area—I think you might

save your worthless soul. Come on! Dish it out old man, there’s fun
to be hadl’

Giles leaned back contentedly, beaming and sweating, and drained
his glass noisily.

“You took your time, Jamie.’

Sorry, Lu,” said Jamie, noting her set jaw and pinched cheeks.
“Traffic, and the shop was mobbed.’

‘No doubt you had to take a detour to rescue some waif or stray,’
said Lucinda, giving him a sharp look. “Your heart grows larger by
the minute.”

‘Oh, come on, pop the corks somebody,” interrupted Antonia, ‘or
there will be blood!” She waved her glass. ‘Fill me again Giles, you
porky pervert, and not the toilet this time, so undignified!” She
stopped, putting her hand to her mouth. ‘Oops, probably shouldn’t
have mentioned. Sorry, pissed. Carry on regardless.’

Magda was staring at her with amused contempt. ‘Are you familiar
with dignity, Antonia? You surprise me.’

But Antonia wasn’t listening. She was leant over Giles, cradling his
head between her breasts and kissing him on his bald patch. ‘At
least he’s got spunk, unlike the rest of you, pace Jamie. Look at you!
What’s your name? Roy? I've seen more go in a wheelchair. And
you, Marc is it? You obviously haven’t been getting any, seeing as
how you’ve almost got your nose in Lu’s cleavage.’
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She paused and refilled her glass with a flourish. “‘What? What have
I said? For God’s sakel’

‘Probably time to take a break darling. Do sit down for a moment.’
Lucinda raised her glass and took a studied sip. ‘Here’s to harmony!
Where’s the other bottler Roy, do the honours, would you?
Thanks.’

Roy, now groggily aware that he had had more than was good for
him, reached for the bottle. They all watched as he clumsily dinged
the glasses.

‘Hurry up, Roy! Winter’s on it’s way!” cried Antonia, pulling her
hair out of her face. “Your turn! Bottoms up!’

Bemused and feeling faintly sick, Roy raised his glass obediently.
‘Er, right. Just wanna say thanks for a great party, er, kind of you...
can’t think of anythin’ except, er, well...’

‘Get on with it, Roy! Oh, hang on.” Antonia slid into his lap. ‘Roy
would like to say, ‘Bollocks to miserable sods, and serve ’em right!’
She threw her hair back over her shoulders, squirming her tight silk
skirt over his thighs. ‘Ho, ho! Christmas is it, you desperate man?
Got your logs in early, eh Roy?’

She grinned and tried to get up, snagging her watch on Roy’s belt.

‘Let go now, datling, or you’ll spoil my blouse,” she giggled as she
tried to tug it free.

‘Oh, yeah, sorry.” He knew his face had flushed and hoped that no-
one thought he had deliberately tried to detain her.

Magda scraped her chair back from the table. ‘I think Roy would
like some fresh air, wouldn’t you, Roy?’

“Yeah, gotta get some air,” he said gratefully, scraping his chair
back.

Magda waited patiently by the door as he struggled to his feet and
made his way towards her. She took his hand. ‘Come on, there’s a
nice garden outside.’

Antonia looked woozily at Giles, who was sat in his chair, braces
hanging and eyes closed. “Think I'll join you,” she murmured, and
slumping into Magda’s vacated seat, leaned sideways to put her head
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on his shoulder. Half asleep, he grunted and put an arm round her.
Tl look after you, darling,” he murmured.

*

Jamie was watching them, still drinking. He sighed and turned to
Patrissia, who had returned silently to her seat, her glass neatly
empty. ‘Trish? Time for a toast. Not much of an audience, I'm
afraid.

Patrissia stared at him coldly. ‘OK;’ she said, draining her drink.
She refilled it and raised it towards Marc.

‘To families, sacred and profane! And to our gallant host!” She
took a long draught of the wine. ‘I can’t be bothered to take the piss
out of your fat friend there and his trollop.’

“Trish, maybe you should stop now.” Lucinda intervened. Does
anyone want a cup of tea? I'll go and see if Magda and Roy are all
right.”

T think I'm going to make a move,” said Marc, rising quietly. ‘Are
you coming Patrissia?’

‘Why not?” Patrissia poured the remains of the bottle into her
glass, and staring into his eyes, slowly drained it. ‘I’'m ready.’
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It’s over

‘Well, I hope yox enjoyed tonight, Jamie. What a circus! And what
zs Patrissia doing with that bigarre man? He’s obviously doing her
no good. Pass me those plates, would your’

Jamie took the stack of porcelain over to the dishwasher, where
Lucinda carefully arranged them in the racks. ‘And as for your
friend Roy—Really, why did you invite him? It was cruel, Jamie.
I’'ve never seen anyone look so uncomfortable. Did you do it
deliberately?’

‘Don’t be nasty, Lu, my head feels like it’s been rammed down a
toilet. Of course it wasn’t deliberate. I was hoping he’d enjoy
meeting some people. I didn’t expect things to go the way they did.
Thank God Peter and Gabriella couldn’t come, I would’ve got a
pretty frosty reception at work on Monday. What do you want me
to do with these?” He held up some stained napkins.

‘Oh, put them in the laundry basket. It’s in the scullery.’

‘1 know where it is. I agree with you about Trish and Marc—at
least, that it’s bizarre they’re an item.’

Lucinda snorted. ‘He’s just her type—Twenty years older, difficult,
opinionated, and peculiar.’

‘Did you hear him talking about Giles’ picture? Talk about

sanctimonious!’

‘Absolutely. He’s hiding something, too. We had a chat in the
garden and you would have thought he’d spent his life in a
monastery.’

‘Well, he was a priest, Lu.

“Yes, and that’s another thing. When I said he was Trisha’s type—
I’'ve known her for twenty years, and she’s had painters, gardeners,
architects, garage mechanics, even a bisexual hairdresser. But a
priest? 1 would never have expected it of her. She wrote to me, you
know, after we left college. Her letters were full of her men and
their opinions—mostly so she could ridicule them, as far as I could
make out. She’s certainly met her match in Marc, though. Not that
she doesn’t deserve it.’
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She watched Jamie carefully, but there was no reaction.

‘I wonder why she didn’t bring her niece? You did remember to
invite her, didn’t you?’

‘Marc and Ciara don’t get on, so Trish told me.’

‘She’d have felt quite at home then, I would have thought,’” she
sniffed. “Trisha seemed awfully down tonight, though, didn’t she?’

T'm not surprised, the way they were getting at each other,” Jamie
replied, ramming the napkin rings into the drawer. ‘I don’t know
what she sees in him.

‘He’s unavailable,” Lucinda said, blinking girlishly. “That’s always
attractive to women like her.’

Jamie picked up the bulging bin-bag and hoisted it over his
shoulder.

‘Whose is this?” Lucinda held out a silver-coloured lighter, running
her finger over the metal.

‘Not got my glasses on, sorry.”

‘It feels expensive. Ah, here’s a monogram: it looks like a [ and a P
all curled up together.”

Jamie peered at it on his way past. ‘Looks old—it’s probably
second-hand.’

‘Hmm, probably.’

*

Marc paid off the taxi and followed Patrissia through her front
door. He paused when he saw the green light of her answer
machine flashing.

“You’ve got a message.’

Without thinking, she stopped and pressed playback. Straight away
came Theo’s disembodied voice. ‘I &now what youn're up to, you
biteh. Don’t contact me again.’

The clattery chink of a phone hanging up echoed out and the
green light went off.
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‘Sorry about that, I didn’t think. That was my ex, Theo.” She
suddenly felt quite sober.

‘He didn’t sound very ex. What did you do to hiz?’

‘Oh,’ Patrissia shrugged, ‘we weren’t that close. It was just a casual
thing.’

‘It might have been to you: it obviously wasn’t to him. Were you
double-timing him too? Do you have another portrait in the attic?’

She sighed. ‘It’s over, Marc. It’s history.”
‘We are the result of our history, Patrissia.’

They stood facing each other, their eyes locked. She blinked and
looked away.

“Tonight—" she began.

“Tonight, you behaved like a child, Patrissia. You were rude,
unpleasant, unkind, and drunk.’

Patrissia, feeling tears prick her eyes, turned to face him.

‘It’s you. I'm sick of being pushed away, sick of being in love with
you and getting nothing back!’

‘And I'm sick of being played. First this Apsley fellow and now
him. He nodded at the answerphone.

‘What about yox? Models, weird photos, a secret past, an affair
with my sister—]Jesus! You can talk!’

“You see? History. Too much history.’

‘No!” Patrissia’s voice had risen to a scream. ‘We can get past it,
begin afresh, start again...” Her voice petered out.

Mark shook his head. “‘Why did we have to meet? You said you
didn’t believe in coincidence, so why?’

‘Because we were both looking for something.” She turned her
luminous eyes towards him. ‘And maybe we’ve found it. But I don’t
know if I have the strength left. I need your help, Marc, and you
won’t give it to me.’
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*

When Patrissia awoke, the sheets were damp and furrowed
beneath her, and her arm was numb where it had fallen over the
edge of the bed.

She felt a movement beside her. “Your phone beeped just now. It
woke me up.’

‘Did it? Sorry.” She pulled it from her handbag and squinted at the
screen. ‘Oh! It’s Ciara.’

‘Oh, really?’
“Yes, it is. Take a look if you don’t believe me.’
‘It’s very early to be texting, isn’t it? What does she want?’

‘Oh, that’s wonderfull She says she’d love to come round for a
meal on Sunday.’

‘A meal? Where?” Marc ripped back the duvet and sat up.
‘Here, of course. You’ll come, won’t you?’
‘Whose idea was that?’

‘We talked about it about a few days ago. I thought you'd be
pleased!’

‘Despite failing to consult me,” Marc said, coldly. She watched as
he got up and dressed quickly. ‘I have to go.”

‘Marc? Surely you’re not going yet? We need to talk about what’s
going on between us. Can’t you stay for a cup of tea, at least?’
Patrissia’s voice had a shrill edge.

‘Sorry, but I really do have some work to do.”

‘Can I come to yours later, then?’

‘If you want. We can discuss the meetings at the same time.’
‘Oh,’ she said. “‘What needs to be discussed?’

“The confessions have to go. They’re a waste of time.’

‘But people love them!”

‘Sian doesn’t.’

‘She went to see you, didn’t she?’ Patrissia’s eyes were wide.
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Is it any of your business?’
‘I suggested it. I thought it would help her.’

T see. And I suppose you already knew the nature of her
confession, did you? What's wrong with you, Patrissia? Did you
think it was some kind of joke sending her to me?’

‘What do you mean? She didn’t tell me anything.’
‘More lies. I'm going now.’

Patrissia lay back in the sweaty sheets, listening to him clump
down the stairs. The front door banged shut. She threw her phone
into her bag and burst into tears.
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The connection

1 don’t know, Jamie, I can’t afford to hang around for much
longer. I’ve taken a two-month break already.’

‘1 know that. The thing is...” Jamie was, unusually, at a loss for
words. They were sitting in the garden of The Royal Oak. It was
pleasant by the river, and they were watching the swans perform
their evening promenade.

Jamie leaned on the wall. “The thing is, I'm getting a bit fond of
you. Don’t take it to heart, though,” he laughed. I’'m not about to
go down on my knees.’

Ciara gigeled. Tve got a bit fond of you too. Which is pretty
amazing since we’ve hardly spent any time together. What is it, six
weeks? I barely know you. It’s obviously just a schoolgirl crush. I've
not even seen your house.’

‘Oh, that. 'm having some building work done. It’s a mess.’

T wouldn’t mind. Presumably you still have furniture of some
kind? A bed at least? I’d like to see your house, Jamie.’

‘Of course. But why slum it when your place is perfectly fine?’

Ciara grimaced. ‘How can you say that? It’s just a rented flat and
it’s pretty tatty. But I suppose you’re right.’

‘Don’t worry, you can come round to mine as soon as it’s finished
—it’ll only be a month or so. They’re taking a wall down. But more
importantly—about finding work: I could probably help you out. 1
know a few people.’

Ciara took a sip of wine. She looked wonderful tonight, Jamie
thought. It had been blowy most of the day, and her hair wasn’t its
usual immaculate self. He liked it, and her, slightly disarranged—it
gave him the feeling that she was letting down the drawbridge a
little.

T don’t know. I’'ve never worked in central London, and 1
definitely wouldn’t want to live here. I need open fields and quiet.
And the thought of a two-hour commute—I couldn’t stand that.”

You could work from home. And we could spend weekends in
the country. It’s not that far.’
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‘It’s not just that, Jamie, you know it isn’t. It’s a big decision for
me, and it hadn’t even crossed my mind that it would be on the
agenda so soon. I took time off to chill—and to find my mother, of
course. I haven’t done a lot of chilling, and I haven’t found my
mother, so it hasn’t been much of a success. I have to say that,
although Patrissia told me that she doesn’t know where my mother
is, I'm not sure I believe her. I think she’s hiding something.’

‘Hiding something? Why? It could just be that she simply doesn’t
know.” He shrugged. ‘Maybe your mother doesn’t want to be
found.’

Ciara pursed her lips, lifting her chin. ‘I get the feeling you’re
hiding things too, Jamie. I'm sorry, but I'd need to feel less...
uninformed before I can think about us getting more serious.’

‘More serious? It’s not possible—I’m already head-over-heels with
you. I have trouble not doing handstands, I’'ve ordered a new clown
outfit—’

“Yes, yes, of course. But that’s just it—you’re never serious. I know
we have fun, but I think that’s really all it is for you. We go to cafés,
we go to bed, we have a laugh. But that’s only part of what it should
be, isn’t it?’

Jamie put his glass on the wall. He hadn’t expected this heart-to-
heart at all. He ran his fingers through his hair and studied the table.

‘But it’s the biggest part, Ciara. The rest of it—the daily stuff, the
normal stuff—it comes as it comes. You don’t have to invite it, do
you? It’s just life. The important thing is the connection, don’t you
think? The love? How do you feel when you’re with me? If it’s
anything like the way I feel, then...the other stuff should follow
naturally, as a consequence of what we feel for each other.” His lips
tightened. ‘It’s starting to sound like you want a contract or
something.’

‘Don’t be silly, Jamie. Of course I don’t. I love being with you,
otherwise I wouldn’t be here. It’s just that I've had some bad
experiences. You know. Don’t get funny on me for being straight
with you.’

‘Everybody has bad experiences, Ciara, and everybody thinks
they’re worse than everybody else’s. There are no guarantees in life.
If you want something badly enough you have to work at it.’
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He turned to her, taking her hand. ‘Seriously. Things change all the
time, but if we both want to be with each other and we want more
or less the same things, then we’re going in the right direction. Here
and now, here and now—that’s all there is.’

Ciara tossed her head. “That’s easy for you to say, Jamie. And it
might even be true, but it’s a matter of trust, isn’t it?’

Jamie went still. ‘Don’t you trust me? What have I done?’

‘It’s just a feeling I have, Jamie. You’re not very available, are you?
We only meet when yox want, and then it’s not for long—and you
never stay the night. I mean, if your place is such a mess I would’ve
thought you’d jump at the chance to stay over at mine.’

‘That’s mainly work—it’s a twenty-four hour job, and you know
what creatives are like, calling you at four in the morning to cry on
your shoulder,” he laughed. ‘OK, I exaggerate, but really, I don’t get
much free time. I try to get some exercise, and then I chair the
meetings. There’s not a lot of time left.”

‘They all sound like excuses, I’'m afraid, Jamie. Oh, I don’t know—
I suppose you don’t really get to know anyone until you live with
them, do you? There are always surprises. I've always been quite,’
she coloured slightly, and her hair fell forward, veiling her face,
‘quite spontaneous, is one way of putting it.” She laughed, and Jamie
joined in, relaxing, his mouth soft and his eyes bright. ‘And it hasn’t
always turned out well.’

‘As I said, there are no guarantees.’

‘Maybe not, but you should be able to trust the people you love
not to hurt you, shouldn’t you?’

‘Of course, but nobody’s perfect, and sometimes things just
happen before you realise it. But that’s no reason to stop being
yourself, is it?’

‘That’s just silly nonsense, Jamie, and you know it. You can’t be
anything but yourself. But you caz try to be better, and if you fail so
be it, but you have to #ry.’

‘OK, I take your point.’

They were standing close together, and although Ciara had turned
her head away from him, Jamie knew that she was still listening.
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‘Look, cards on the table. I imagine you’ve reached that point
when you’re thinking, What now? 1 know I have. When you begin
to think, just a little, about, well, let’s be blunt and call it ‘sez#/ing
down’. Am I right? And you feel less like letting yourself go and a bit
more like reining yourself in. Not in a restrictive way, but—I’m sure
you know what I mean. It’s not to do with age or anything, it’s just
a feeling, and we shouldn’t invent obstacles if we feel that settling
down is the right thing to do.”

He poured them both another glass of wine and switled the dregs
around the bottle while she took a pack of cigarettes out of her bag
and lit up, exhaling sharply.

“You surprise me, Jamie, I didn’t expect you to say that. Yes, you’re
right. I hate to admit it, but I’'m looking for some stability. It’s been
coming for a while. But do you mean what you said?’

It was Jamie’s turn to look away. He fondled his glass as if it
contained the blood of his children, then slowly raised his eyes.

I don’t want some casual thing with you, Ciara. You asked me to
be serious, and I am. But I don’t want to rush into anything. As I
said, I can get you work, that shouldn’t be a problem, and we can
find you a nicer place to live.” He smiled. “Then we can see how it
goes. You say you don’t have any plans, so why not go with that? I
mean, unless there’s somebody else...?’

“There’s no-one else.’
He smiled and put his hand over hers. It was big and warm.
‘T want children, Jamie, before I'm too old.”

He looked around furtively. ‘It’s rather public, but I'm game. 1
suppose if you sit on my lap...”

‘I wouldn’t dare me to, if I were you,” she laughed.

He looked at his wrist. ‘Bugger, I have to go. I'll call you later.” He
paused. ‘Let’s meet at the boating lake tomorrow. Can you make it
at ten?’

‘OK, that sounds lovely.’

He leaned down and cupped her cheek. They kissed softly,
lingering until his phone beeped. They held the kiss unhurriedly,
then with a sigh, Jamie picked up his briefcase. ‘OK, then. Don’t
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worry, Ciara, we’ll sort it out. I want to be with you.” He blew her a
kiss, and with a last wave, disappeared into the car park.

*

‘How’s it going, Roy? Bit of luck you being free this morning.
We’re off to the boating lake with the girls.” Lucinda smiled her big
toothy smile.

Roy carefully removed the large wrench from under the sink. ‘All
done. If that’s everythin’, I’'ve got another job at eleven.’

‘Oh. There were some other little things,” said Lucinda, glancing at
the knob on the kitchen drawer. It was hanging loose again—Zara
had adopted it as her latest sensory toy. “They can wait, though.
Thank you for coming. The macerator’s always going wrong and
nobody seems to be able to fix it propetly.’

‘What’s this about a boating lake?” Jamie asked from the door.

‘Oh, hello, Jamie. I thought it would be nice, since you’ve got the
day off.

Jamie wondered how she knew about his day off. She must have
been checking his laptop again. ‘Don’t you think it’s a bit dangerous
for the girls? Zara always gets so excited and wanders off. Why
don’t we go to the heath instead?’

‘But it’s a beautiful day, and they’re looking forward to getting a
pedalo.’

‘No, I don’t think so.’

Roy listened to them bicker as he packed up his tools. Jamie was
always joking about how often they argued, but it wasn’t really a
joke, Roy could see that. He felt sorry for him, but on the other
hand, it seemed to be pretty normal. He shook his head. He
wouldn’t like that. If you can’t find someone you get on with, it’s
best to be alone. The thought made him feel very cold.

This time it was Lucinda who gave in. ‘All right, Jamie, have it your
own way. I suppose we can take a picnic to the heath. I’ll go and get
the girls ready.’

243



*

‘Hey, Roy,” said Jamie, as soon as Lucinda had left the room,
‘could you do me a favour? I was supposed to be meeting someone
at ten,” he looked at his watch, ‘and my phone battery’s dead.” He
winked. ‘She’ll be waiting at the boating lake.”

‘Oh, sure, no problem. It’s on me way.’

‘Thanks, old chap,” Jamie said, glancing into the hallway. ‘Her
name’s Ciara. You can’t miss her—gorgeous, but probably looking
pissed-off. She’ll be sitting in the café by the lake. Just tell her that
something came up on the job front and that I'll come over to her
place later to explain.’

He took a wad of notes from his wallet and pressed them into
Roy’s hand. ‘Here’s fifty quid for the sink and another twenty for
helping me out. You’re a good mate.’

‘Oh, right, ta, Jamie,” said Roy, collecting his tools. ‘I would’ve
done that loose knob.’

‘Don’t worry, Roy, I'll take care of it.”

*

Ciara swung her legs to and fro, the boating lake in front of her
shimmering in the late morning sunshine. A man paddled a canoe
through the ripples. A woman with two young children sat in a
rowing boat, laughing happily as she watched her offspring unwrap
their sandwiches and toss pellets of bread into the water for the
ducks.

Ciara turned her mobile phone over slowly in her hand. It was
neatly eleven. She pressed redial, lifting the phone to her ear. There
was no answer. It rang and rang.

‘Er, Ciara?’

She looked up suspiciously. She’d been watching the man watch
her from the path. He looked like a workman, and she wasn’t in the
mood to be pestered. ‘Who are you?’

‘Roy, friend of Jamie’s.’
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‘Oh?’ she said, sitting back in her chair. “‘Where is he? Why hasn’t
he called? I've been waiting for over an hour.’

’E says he can’t make it this mornin’; an’ ’¢’ll come over to your
place later. Somethin’ to do with work, ’e said.” Roy looked away,
embarrassed at displeasing her.

‘What’s your name again?’

‘Roy.

‘So he sent you to make his excuses, did he?’
‘Sorry,” he said, blushing. ‘I’d be a bit fed up too.”
‘It’s not the first time, Roy.” She shook her head.

Roy looked at her, wanting to make her feel better. ‘Is Jamie an old
mate?’

Ciara laughed. ‘Is that what he told you? No, we’re not old mates
—we only met a few weeks ago.” She fiddled with her handbag,
extracting a pack of cigarettes. ‘Sit down and have a cup of tea.’

‘Er, I'm late already...’
‘Nonsense, it’s a lovely day. It'll wait, whatever it is.’

Roy sat down, unable to think of a way of extricating himself, and
fearful of upsetting her further. What would he say if she asked him
if Jamie was married? He’d have to lie.

‘So, Roy, how well do you know Jamie?’

‘Er, ’¢’s a good mate. We ’ave a drink now an’ then, an’ I do odd
jobs for im. I’'ve just been fixin’ ’is macerator.”

“That sounds like fun.’

It gets clogged up all the time. The kids put plasticene down the
plughole.”

‘Oh, he’s got children, has he?’
‘Ah, er, yeah. Since, er, ’is wife left him they, er, play up a bit.”
‘How long have he and his wife been separated?’

‘Dunno, I’ve never met ’er.’
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Roy was shocked at how easily the lie had come out. Their tea
came, and he was careful only to put two sugars in, stirring it for
what seemed like ages before he took a minute sip.

‘Can I ask, like, I mean, it’s none of my business,” he began, to fill
the awkward silence, ‘but are you ’is girlfriend then? ’E didn’t
exactly say.’

‘Doesn’t he ever mention me?” Ciara looked at him sharply.
“Course ’e does, but ’e don’t say much except that ’e likes you.’
‘Nothing else?’

‘Oh, you know, the usual.’

‘What, nice tits and big smile?” She saw him blanch, and checked
herself. ‘Sorry, just a joke.” She studied him as he was taking pains
not to slurp his tea. “‘What do_yox think of him, Roy?’

“E’s a good bloke, he’s a really good bloke. Er, what d’yer do?” he
asked, desperately.

T'm a graphic artist, but I’'m taking some time out. I split up with
someone a couple of months ago and I needed a change of scene,
so I’'m renting a flat for a while, trying to have some fun.’

“Yeah, Jamie’s a laugh, isn’t ’e? ’Course, most of what ’e says goes
over me ’ead, but ’e’s a funny bloke.”

‘Oh, funny? Yes, he is that.” Ciara stirred her tea, and looked away
over the lake.

Roy was glad she wasn’t seriously involved with Jamie—it made
him feel better about not telling her he was married.

‘Sorry to ’ear about your split-up.’
‘Don’t be. He messed me around big-time.” Ciara looked at him,

her eyes hard. ‘And I don’t like being messed around.’

‘No, ’course you don’t. Jamie’s been a good mate to me. 'E got me
the van. ’E’s really generous, an’ always laughin’. Mind you, I s’pose
e’s got plenty to be “appy about, goin’ out with someone as pretty
as you.” Roy felt his cheeks burning as Ciara smiled at him. “You
look a bit foreign—Are you in films or somethin’?’

‘No, I design DVD covers. And you’re right, Roy, I’'m half Italian,
but I've got an English father. Actually, that was another reason for
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taking some time off from work. I wanted to find my real father.
I’m adopted, you see. It’s a long story.’

‘Did you find im?’
Ciara looked at the table, taking a long sip of tea before answering.

“Yes, unfortunately. I wish I hadn’t bothered. We didn’t exactly hit
it off, but on the other hand, that’s how I met Jamie. My father’s a
friend of his, Marc. Do you know him?’

Roy stared at her. “You mean Marc who runs the meetings?’
‘That’s right.’

‘Blimey.” Roy was sitting with the empty cup in his hand. He didn’t
know what else to say.

Ciara shrugged. ‘Goodness knows why I'm telling you all this,” she
laughed. ‘Passes the time though, doesn’t it? Though god knows,
I’'ve wasted enough of my time this morning. And yours.”

‘Er, yeah. I better get goin’ or I’ll be late for me next job. Thanks
for the tea, Ciara.’

‘My pleasure, Roy, it was nice talking to you.”

‘Nice meetin’ you, too. I ’ope things turn out all right with yer dad.
See ya.’

Roy walked back to his van feeling slightly lightheaded. Ciara
struck him as a nice person, very open and honest. That Magda at
the party had been nice, too, they’d had a nice chat. He wondered if
Jamie had got her phone number.
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Johnny

Patrissia stared at herself. She had been beautiful, no doubt about
it. The smoothness of her forehead, the softness of her skin—she
was radiant. But finally, beneath these fleshly signs, it was the sense
of acquiescence, of willingness, of openness to delight that captured
the heart—who could not desire her?

She felt a frisson of satisfaction knowing that the small group of
people surrounding her thought the same.

She had woken that morning with a bad head, unable to decide
whether it was the wine or Marc’s indifference that hurt most, and
going to the bathroom, had winced at her reflection in the
bathroom mirror. And then, reaching into her bag for a comb, she
had found the crumpled exhibition guide from the Portrait Gallery.

Patrissia pulled a pamphlet from the plastic holder below the
painting. There he was: Jobnny, older, sterner, more lined and
ragged, but still with the same wise eyes.

Skimming the brief biography, she learned that he now lived in
Cornwall, in Zennor, amid the bleak seascapes that they had painted
together. She remembered his tireless ranting, the endless biting
winds, the gloomy fogs—and the sudden blissful moments.

Tears came to her eyes, and the woman standing next to her
touched her hand. ‘I know, it gets to you, doesn’t it? It’s so
beautiful. Are you the model?” She was smiling.

Yes, I am.

Glancing back at the portrait, the woman squeezed her hand. ‘He’s
obviously in love with you.”

Patrissia laughed nervously. ‘Do you think so? I haven’t seen him
for fifteen years.’

‘Really? Well maybe it’s time you gave him a call.’
‘Maybe you’re right.’

Folding the pamphlet carefully into her purse, Patrissia headed for
the exit.
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*

She was glad to get home that evening, and discarding her coat on
the corridor floor, she went straight to the hot tub and turned on
the submerged lights.

As she lit a couple of candles, she remembered Sian’s visit the
week before, and how happy she had looked.

1t can’t be real. Patrissia almost wished it wasn’t.

Throwing off her clothes and stepping gratefully into the warm
water, she lay back, watching the reflections on the ceiling flicker
and switl.

Her head gradually emptied and, moving her hands in circles, she
watched the ripples quiver like the tips of waves under an evening
sky, remembering how it felt to paint the sea from Zennor Point,
greyer than it was blue, soaked in a delicate mist—and behind it, the
feeling of light, blissful light.

Closing her eyes, she let it fill her, hold her, until she was
suspended in the light, until she was the light.

*

The trickle and pop of water lapping in her ears jerked her awake,
and with an enormous sigh she raised her head. Daydreaming was
all very well, but far from helping, it had made her feel more acutely
the need to do something decisive.

She had a few days of holiday left, and a trip to Cornwall might be
the answer. If nothing else—and if she could persuade Marc to

come with her—it could be the right place to tell him about the
baby.

The baby. How could she have been so stupid? It changed
everything.

But it might be the one thing that Marc wouldn’t be able to ignore
—and at least it might take his mind off Johnny.
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A clock with no hands

Patrissia tugged idly at a silver thread dangling from the lining of
her sleeve before removing her coat and patting it smoothly down
over the back of Marc’s sofa.

‘Did you get your work done?” she asked as pleasantly as she could,
considering how hard her heart was hammering.

The hot tub hadn’t done its job, in fact she’d felt more tense
afterwards, and she had driven to Marc’s house much too fast. The
baby, Johnny, the seemingly endemic hostility between Marc and
her—none of it would go away.

He nodded.

‘Good,’ she smiled. ‘So, you wanted to talk about the meetings?’
Yes, I did”’

‘Well, I'm listening.’

He turned his back to her and walked towards the window. ‘It’s
these unwieldy bloody confessions of yours. They’ve got totally out

of hand.’
‘Then why don’t you say something? Nothing’s set in stone.’

His eyes became narrow black slits. I spoke to Jamie on the
telephone last night. My suggestions will be on tonight’s agenda.’

Unable to stand still, and finding herself beside him at the French
window, Patrissia tried to dredge up something to say that might
ease the tension between them.

‘When will your latest piece be finished?’

‘It’s almost done,” he answered quietly, moving away from her and
sitting down behind his desk. Glancing at a sheet of paper, he
placed it carefully on top of a neat pile and pushed it to one side.
Then, leaning forward, he rested his forearms in the newly-cleared
space and clasped his hands as if he was preparing to interview her.

‘What do you want, Patrissia?’

She felt the shock of his animosity like a blow.
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She smiled. ‘A holiday would be nice. I'm exhausted. Why don’t

we go down to Cornwall for a few days? Maybe rent a nice cottage
by the sea?”’

“You know that’s not what I was asking.” He sniffed dismissively.
T'm asking you what you think you’re doing, Patrissia? I feel as if
I’m continually being tested.”

She shook her head. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’
‘As if I'm being drawn into the intricacy of your selfishness.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, Marc, lighten up! Where’s all this coming
from?’ Patrissia said, more sharply than she had intended.

I think you know where it’s coming from.’

He was sitting quite still. “‘When you speak softly and seem to share
yourself, when you give me your special smile, the kiss on the
cheek, the doe eyes, the eyelashes, it seems to be about us, but it’s
not really about us, is it? It’s always about you and your plans. This
sudden trip to Cornwall, for example.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Patrissia stared at him. ‘I thought it
would help, that’s all. We both need a break, and I thought maybe
you'd get some inspiration for your work. Or that I would—I've
been thinking about taking up painting again.’

‘Have you, indeed? And I suppose it’s nothing to do with the
portrait, nothing to do with the fact that /e lives there?’

“You see what I mean? Can you drop it, please, Marc, you’re
getting tiresome. I’'m just feeling jaded, and you don’t look too good
yourself. A few days away by the sea will do us good.”

He put down the pencil he had been fiddling with. “You may be
right, Patrissia, although I strongly suspect that you have other
motives. And there’s something else too, something I can’t quite
put my finger on.” His voice softened. ‘I’ve been feeling such an
emotional pull from you lately. It’s almost as if you had a magnet in
your belly.”

Patrissia froze. She could sense a cold current of fear bubbling up
in her. Was it possible that he knew? Even he only suspected, or
had somehow guessed it or smelled it in the air, now was certainly
not the moment to break the news to him.

251



‘Well, you’ve lost me, I just don’t understand,” she replied.

‘No you don’t, do you? Or, more likely, you won’t) he said, angry
now. ‘You think you can trap me, deceive me, suck the soul out of

b

me—

Patrissia shook her head, feeling that it was her own soul that was
being sucked out.

‘Look, if you feel like beating me up, go ahead. I'm a big strong
girl, I can take it. Though I fail to see what I’ve done to deserve all
these accusations of—what? What have I done to make you be like
this?’

‘Patrissia, you didn’t make me be like anything. I a like this. This
is who I am’

‘But what are you? Does anyone know?’” she shouted suddenly,
losing her composure. Tl tell you what you arel You’re a...a
shadow, a clock with no hands, a blank book!”

He shrugged, his face hard.

T thought the way to connect with you would be to get to know
you, to find out what you think, what you feel, what you believe—
and now you’re accusing me of trying to manipulate you and
control you in some way, and that’s not what ’'m doing at alll 'm
just trying to get close to you, don’t you understand?’

She waited for Marc to say something, but he was silent.

“You said we all needed understanding. You said that’s what you
wanted.” Her voice was rising with each moment, until at last she
screamed, ‘How am I supposed to understand a blank page? You’re
making yourself znvisible to mel’

He didn’t flinch. “And what do you hope to find?’
‘A man, a lover, a father. You!’

‘And then what will you do with me?” he replied harshly. ‘Scribble
pretty verses all over my blank pages? Make me a part of your story,
_your history, your plan?’

Patrissia shook her head. ‘No, you’ve got it all wrong. What’s got
into you, Marc? You seem to find everything about me unpalatable
all of a sudden.’

252



He wasn’t looking at her now, but was gazing at his desk.
‘Marc, look at me. What have I done to offend you?’
‘What a ghastly mistake!”

‘Are you being serious?’

“Yes, I am. And so are you, about one thing.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘What’s that?’

He got up and stood facing her, his face expressionless. ‘Yourself.
Your ends. Your plans.’

‘But I don’t have any plans, Marc, none at all.” She started to move
towards him, but he turned his back on her again.

‘I think you’d better go.”

The silence lasted only a second or two, but Patrissia felt it
expanding and choking her like poisonous fog.

‘OK, if that’s what you want.”

Marc listened to her clatter out of the room and down the
passageway. The front door banged shut.

He picked up a pad containing sketches for his figure of her. The
later ones were rather different from the one she’d admired on his
desk, with its soft shading and delicacy of line. They were now all
sharp edges and spiky wire, the charcoal smudged and the paper
gouged. Wasn’t it Picasso who said that we kill the things we love?

Blowing dust off the pad, he opened the French window and
walked unhurriedly to the studio. Thank God it was almost finished.
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A dusting of rust

‘Where did you vanish tor’

TJust a walk,” said Jamie, stamping his feet on the doormat. “The
country air must have got me going, I worked up quite a sweat. I'll
be going out later on—I’d better have a shower.”

‘Another meeting? Wasn’t there one of those a couple of days
ago?’

Yep,” replied Jamie. “This is a special one to discuss some changes
he wants to make to the group. Hmm,” he frowned, fiddling with a
kitchen drawer knob,” this needs adjusting methinks.” He prowled
over to the larder where Lucinda kept screwdrivers and spanners in
an old cake tin.

She watched him as he emptied the tin onto the clean worktop and
picked up a large pair of pliers from the heap, bending over the
open drawer.

‘You’d be better off using a spanner, Jamie.’

He ignored her, focusing intently on the slipping pliers while
twisting the errant knob into the drawer front. When the job was
done, he scraped the pile of dirty tools back into the tin with a
clatter. Banging the lid back on, he smiled companionably at her
before rinsing his hands under the tap and wiping them on a clean
dishcloth.

‘Seen the Telegraph, Lu?’
She put down her cup and followed him into the living room.
“You’re in a good mood. Work going well?’

‘Like a dream,” he said, looking up from the paper. ‘How about
your’

‘Mmm, good. The show went really well—in fact I signed a new
contract with Bizet’s today.’

‘Marvellous. Well done you!” Jamie nodded with what he hoped
passed as interest.

‘And I had lunch with Antonia,” she went on, determined to
extract some reaction, ‘and she was full of beans, as ever. She’s got
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a new man, apparently, a recording engineer with the BBC. Tough
luck on Giles, eh?’

Jamie stretched dramatically. ‘I think I’ll have that shower now.’
‘So where’s the meeting tonight. The chapel?’

‘Don’t know, actually. I'll have to call Trish. She was having
trouble booking somewhere at such short notice, apparently.’

‘Hmm. What are they all about, these meetings?’

‘Oh, all sorts. Spiritual and philosophical debate, a bit of religion,
beliefs, ideas. You know how I enjoy a meaty debate.”

‘Do you? I can’t say I'd noticed. They sound quite unusual.’

“Yeah, I suppose so,” Jamie shrugged, and left the room before she
could come up with any more stalling tactics.

How funny that Jamie had described his projected evening’s
entertainment as a discussion about matters of the spirit, Lucinda
was thinking, when very little discussion and plenty of pressing
matters of the flesh were more his cup of tea.

She wondered where these ‘matters’ might take place tonight.
Would it be a seedy B&B, or perhaps the back seat of his 4x4? She
was sure Patrissia wouldn’t put up with such indignities. On the
other hand, Lucinda considered, she might find it quite exciting.

Returning to the kitchen she stared at the tin of spanners still
sitting where he had left it in its dusting of rust.

She would take the Polo tonight, and find out what was so
compelling about Patrissia’s ‘meetings’.
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Part 5 Love

The savour of the soup

It was seven-thirty exactly as Roy unlocked the double doors.

Opening up the kitchen, he heard a scuttling sound, and stood
scanning the kitchen units. Sure enough, there was a scattering of
mice pellets by the microwave. He nodded, and then got down on
his knees to look behind the cooker.

‘Bloody rats, too,” he muttered to himself. Filling a bucket with
water, he wiped the worktops and set about giving the floor a quick
scrub.

As he was wringing the filthy mop out in the sink he heard the
doors swing open with a crash, and Jamie strode in followed by
Patrissia and Sian, who headed straight towards the kitchen door.
They didn’t look happy, and Roy quickly put the mop back in the
cupboard and left them to it.

*

‘Hi Marc, good to see you here.’
‘Hello, Jamie.’
‘Do you want me to open up?’

It’s not my decision,” Marc said, stiffly. It’s a different sort of

agenda tonight. Here” He handed Jamie a sheet of flimsy
notepaper. ‘Look, is there anything else? I need to gather my
thoughts before we begin.’

‘Sorry, no offence! I just thought—"

Marc interrupted his apology. ‘Isn’t that Lucinda over there?” he
said, looking towards the back of the hall to where she stood,
towering above an already-seated Roy. ‘I didn’t know you’d invited
her? She’s most welcome, of course. Just the sort of new member
we need.’




Jamie tensed, following his gaze. ‘Oh, yes, she said she might look
in. I’d better go and say hello. Catch you later.”

*

‘Lucinda, darling! You should have said you were coming, I could
have given you a lift.’

‘Oh, hello Jamie. I was just passing on my way to drop off
Antonia’s scarf and I recognised the car.” She looked around. “There
are more people than I expected.’

“Yes, it’s the busiest yet. Surely you’re not staying for the meeting?
It’s set to be awfully tedious tonight, lots of admin. It’ll send you to
sleep.’

T’'m sure I'll cope with the boredom,” Lucinda replied, tartly. ‘God
knows, I've had plenty of practice. Anyway, darling, I don’t want to
keep you. Surely you should be mingling. Don’t worry, I won’t stay
long.’

‘Give Antonia my love.’

‘She won’t be needing #hat any more, I don’t think—the chap
from the BBC seems to have won her fair heart. I #hink she was
talking about her heart.”

Jamie smiled tightly, turned and headed towards the top table, his
breath coming rapidly.

She followed me, he thought. Antonia doesn’t live this way. Christ!

*

It’s a bit different from normal tonight,” said Jamie, in an
unusually serious tone. “There are a few issues up for discussion that
concern how our group is run. We welcome everybody’s input.”

He sneaked a quick glance at Lucinda, who was sitting very upright
at the end of a row, watching Patrissia.

‘OK, let’s get going. Item number one, he read: ‘We believe that the
confessional aspect of the meetings has become too unwieldy and is
detracting from their usefulness as a forum for discussion. We suggest
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that the amount of time given to our life stories and confessions is
drastically reduced, if not dropped altogether.

He cleared his throat and folded up the notes Marc had given him.
‘OK, let’s hear what you think. It’s fundamental to the way these
meetings are run, so we have to get a decision. We can deal with the
other items another day, if necessary” He looked directly at
Lucinda. ‘Fire away!’

Sian immediately stood up. “‘Well,” she began, heatedly, ‘Personally,
I don’t feel comfortable with the idea of telling a whole load of
strangers anything about myself or my life—I can’t see what I
would get out of it, for one thing, but I can appreciate that others
might feel differently, especially those who have no-one else to
confess to.” She bowed her head, knowing that Marc would be
watching her, and not wanting to catch his eye. ‘And I think it’s
great that they can come here and let it all out, if it helps them.’

Roy put up his hand. T've got somethin’ to say as well,” he said,
too loudly, reddening as he spoke. “Yeah, about the confessions. I
life hearin’ people’s stories, ’ow they’ve ’ad troubles and problems
an’ struggles—I’d miss that if it got dropped. It’s the first time in
me life I’ve ’ad the chance to ’ear stuff like that, ’ow we’re all in the
same boat.”

‘Thank—"’

‘T mean,” Roy continued, standing up, ‘we talk about sharin’ our
fears—I don’t like to admit it, but, it’s scary doin’ that. I mean, I'm
scared of bloody everythin’’

The flaps of his donkey jacket brushed the neck of the woman in
front of him and she turned, muttering, but he ignored her.

But ’ere, well, it’s OK, isn’t it? If everyone does it, I mean.
Anyway, what I’'m tryin’ to say is that I want the stories to stay.’

Magda stood up. Roy hadn’t noticed her arrive, and he shifted his
seat slightly so that he could see her properly.

Tve never been to these meetings before,” Magda began, with
none of the apologetic tones of a first-time speaker, ‘but I think
Roy’s right: to be listened to and understood has to be something
we all want. That’s the hook isn’t it? The sharing of ourselves? The
freedom to be vulnerable, the acceptance of others? But that
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shouldn’t mean just acknowledging weaknesses, should it? What
about sharing our strengths? Our hopes? Just saying, ‘Ob yes, poor
you, I recognise that, that’s me too’ isn’t really what you all come for,
s it?’

‘Well, yes, it is, a lot of it,” said Patrissia, butting in. ‘As Roy said, it
gives people who are normally denied that release a chance to be
heard.’

‘Well, I think that’s crazy! The idea of people sitting around
sharing their blackest moments sounds wonderful, but is it actually
helpful?

‘In my country, and I’'m sure it’s also true here, we don’t make
confessions of our sins to strangers. We save that for our priest, and
for God. And we are forgiven. Who is here to forgive other people
their mistakes? Who metes out the penances?

‘Roy,” she said, addressing him directly, ‘are you saying that you
come here to stop being afraid? Do you think it’s working?’

Roy’s face was scatlet. “That’s not it, Magda, I didn’t say that! I just
said it elps when you know that the people you’re talkin’ to—" He
stopped, not knowing how to go on.

Patrissia came to his assistance. ‘That’s right, Roy. Sharing our
stories is not the same as confession.” Her voice was soft,
sympathetic. ‘It’s the sharing that important, not what we’ve done.”

Roy smiled at her gratefully.

Jamie rustled the papers next to the blank book and cleared his
throat, glancing in Lucinda’s direction. She had undone her jacket
and had managed to get a cup of tea, which she was holding in her
lap. She clearly had no plans to leave just yet.

‘It looks like a draw so far, two for, two against. Anyone else?” He
smiled at his wife. ‘Don’t be shy!’

‘Before we continue,” said Patrissia, nodding to Jamie, T’d just like
to give Marc a chance to tell us again what his original idea was.
Maybe that will help the rest of us understand why he thinks it’s not
working. Marc?’

Marc stood abruptly, turning his head deliberately towards her. ‘It’s
very simple, Patrissia. I founded these meetings for those whose
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faith in God had been frustrated. I wanted, and I assumed others
wanted, to learn how to connect with God, without interference
and without mediation, by hearing the spzritual experiences of
others.’

‘Well, I certainly never saw it that way!” an old woman called out,
her blue raincoat squeaking as she leaned forward. “The flyer said it
was about ’ow to enjoy life a bit more. If you wanna find God,
mate, you won’t be needing the likes of us to help you—you can do
that on your own!’

‘Can 12> Marc asked, quietly, turning his attention to her. ‘Can you?’

‘Life is a spiritual experience, Marc.” Patrissia interrupted, in spite
of herself. It doesn’t just get spiritual when we’re meditating or
saying our prayers!’

A woman shouted out, “Then why not ditch the confessions?
Confession’s for Catholics!’

‘Well,” said a younger man sitting in front of her, ‘they’ve definitely
helped me to know that there’s a whole load of other people
who’ve ended up in the same mess I’'ve ended up in! Makes me feel
I’m not the only one.’

“Course you’re not the only one: look around you! Wars
everywhere, families fallin’ apart, everythin’ goin’ to pot—Where’s
God in that?’

Marc stood and glared around the room, his face flushed. “This is
ridiculous. These meetings are being steered quite dangerously off-
course.” His gaze settled on Patrissia. “‘What has become of our
themes? What’s happened to the rules? People interrupt each other
right left and centre, there’s no coherence, and as for this
undignified baring of our souls,” Marc shook his head, his eyes
narrowing at Patrissia, I cannot taste the savour of our soup any
longer. That which we seasoned so delicately has become tainted.”

Jamie had to stop himself laughing. The stuff that Marc came out

with sometimes! And he wasn’t taking the piss, either. Lucinda
would have a ball describing his little speech to Antonia, he
thought, dejectedly.

‘It’s ludicrous to suggest that dumping personal garbage is helpful
to anyone,” Marc continued, more loudly. ‘But, more than that, it’s
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downright irresponsible. Confession without forgiveness or
g p g

penance? The whole thing’s a shambles, and it’s your doing,
Patrissial’

Patrissia looked at Marc defiantly. “You don’t seem to understand
what has happened here, Marc.” She paused, holding his eyes.
‘People can be honest here, people who might not yet have the
courage to be honest anywhere else. You should be proud of that—
and proud that that nobody feels the 7¢ed to be judged or punished.’

She paused, looking for some response, but he seemed to absorb
her words like a black hole. Not knowing what to do with the
pressure of frustration inside her, she turned back to the others.

‘As many of you know, I am a very private person for whom
sharing personal baggage is not easy or natural. But I got a surprise.
Listening to other people’s stories here has shown me the real value
of honesty,” she said, her voice deep with conviction, ‘and now I
too am ready to be honest.’

The room was perfectly quiet.

‘So, another confession. Sorry to interrupt the agenda, but I'm
going to take the opportunity while I can. No-one’s in charge, isn’t
that right? And it isn’t against your precious rules, anyway, Marc.’
she said scornfully, glaring at him through blurred eyes. ‘I checked.’

Marc frowned and sat down, studying her. It seemed that
Caravaggio was no longer to her taste. She certainly looked
unrepentant, but now she seemed eager to reveal her nakedness, not
only to Johnny, not only to an admiring audience of art lovers, but
to any passing stranger. He recalled her words at Jamie’s party,
sneering at Knippers’ vulgar Salomé. ‘She’s full-frontal and loving
every minute of i’. He nodded to himself.

*

T’d like to tell you more about my sister,” Patrissia began, dabbing
her eyes with a tissue. “You already know that I lost her—that’s to
say, she disappeared. What I didn’t say was that it was my fault, at
least, in part.” She tried not to catch Marc’s eye, but she knew he
was watching her, reaching into her, trying to stop her.
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‘T was young, eleven years old, and that can be my only excuse,’
she continued, ignoring him as best she could.

‘One afternoon I heard voices coming from a bedroom in our old
house, and my sister, crying. I tried to listen through the door but I
couldn’t catch anything, so I knocked, expecting her to let me in.
But the crying stopped and I could hear whispering. Then my
mother’s voice shouted at for me to go away and do my homework.

I listened for a while longer but they were obviously waiting for
me to leave. What were they whispering about? I was so angry! How
dare they exclude me like that! Keeping secrets from mel!

‘So I went straight down to my father’s study and told him that
Mamma wanted to see him right away. He was in the middle of
something, and didn’t like being interrupted so he was pretty angry
too, but he left me with his secretary and stormed off to look for
her.

‘T don’t know exactly what happened next, but I heard a door
banging and a scream, and then lots of shouting and crying and
more screaming, and I heard Mamma telling him to leave my sister
alone. I got scared then, and ran to my room. I heard more
shouting later, and more doors banging, so I stayed there until
dinner. I think Mamma and my sister must have gone out, because
they didn’t come to the dinner table. They still weren’t back when 1
went to bed.

‘The next day I went to my sistet’s room and everything was gone,
all her clothes, everything, and there was the sound of a car. I ran to
the window—she was just getting into a black car, and she looked
up at me and shouted something, and then someone pulled her
inside. That was the last time I saw her untl a few weeks ago. It
took me zwenty-eight years to find my sister again. All that time, and
all that guilt.” She took a deep breath. ‘She was pregnant. I didn’t

know.

‘It was my fault that my father found out, yes, but whose was the
responsibility?” She glanced towards Marc, who was staring fiercely
at her, his black eyes wide.

‘What does it actually mwean to be responsible? Responsible for
what? Responsible for your own actions of course, but are you also
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responsible for other people’s actions? Am I responsible for my
father sending my sister away? I don’t know.

‘I don’t want to go on, I’'m sure you all have things you want to
say, Patrissia said, kneading the damp tissue between her fingers,
‘but there’s one more thing I have to do. I am going to break the
rules now and ask Sian a direct question. Sorry to anyone it might

offend.’
What on earth is she doing? Why me? thought Sian, tensing.

Tve been wondering lately if I’'m actually not very nice—and from
what I’'ve heard recently from people I thought I knew, I might be
right. So Sian, I want an honest answer here—do you think I'm a
bitch?’

Marc shook his head in disgust. ‘No moral compass he
remembered. ‘No way ou?’.

I#’s a test, Sian thought immediately. Marc must’ve told her I made
my confession to him. Maybe she’s jealons. Maybe she’s wondering why
I didn’t confess to her. Maybe she wants to see whose side I'm on.

She refolded her gloves. “Thank you for telling us about your
sister, Trisha. That must have taken a lot of courage. I respect you
for that. I also respect you because you’re the one who’s been
keeping these meetings going practically single-handedly. And I'm
sure that takes a lot of effort and organising. It’s a big responsibility.
So, no, I don’t think you’re a bitch. You’re helping all of us.’

Patrissia acknowledged her with a brief smile, and Sian relaxed.

‘Thanks Sian,” said Jamie with relief. ‘“And yes, seconded: I don’t
think Patrissia’s a bitch either.” He slumped back in his chair and
scratched his head with a show of bemusement. ‘Anyway, you gitls
have given us all plenty to think about, but can we get back to
business now?’

‘Excuse me, may I interrupt?’

It was Lucinda. O} fuck! thought Jamie. I hope to God she’s not
going to be honest.

‘I must say,” Lucinda continued, ‘I think being responsible is more
than just blindly following rules.’
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Jamie relaxed. She wasn’t going to make a stand for confession,
after all.

‘Certainly, rules have their place, but if we break a rule we haven’t
agreed to in the first place, then what appears to be defiance may
actually be a responsible moral choice, b##, she smiled at Jamie, ‘if
we have agreed to a rule and then we break it, we’re breaking an
agreement, and to break an agreement is irresponsible.’

Heads turned to see who had spoken, but Patrissia’s voice called
them back.

‘Thank you, Lucinda. And I’d like to thank Sian for answering my
question so honestly. It all seems to be about honesty and
responsibility, doesn’t it? What do you think, Sian?’

Jamie closed his eyes. They weren’t going to get back to the
agenda, were they? Bloody women!

T don’t know, Trisha. I always thought we just shouldn’t hurt
anybody.’

‘That’s a very interesting point, Sian,” a familiar voice interrupted.

Patrissia recognised the speaker as Philip, the argumentative
stranger from previous meetings. She listened intently as he
continued, ‘We finally get to the crux. Wy do we need to be honest
and responsible? Do they really help us to do no harm?’ He paused.
Is it even possible to take responsibility for another person’s
happiness or well-being?’

At last the meeting was getting serious, and Jamie relaxed. He
smiled at Lucinda, trying to catch her eye, but she was too intent on
the speaker to notice him.

‘Motives and emotions come from within—they can’t be
imposed,” Philip continued. ‘I think this is a real difficulty. We enter
agreements—marriages, partnerships—assuming many things and
hoping for many more, and all the assumptions and hopes are there
to fulfil o#r dreams, to make us comfortable with o7 choice.

‘T assume my wife will be faithful, because that’s what I want. Only
if she turns out to be open and honest, and we’ve both agreed that
fidelity is a condition of our partnership, can I assume responsibility
for her well-being.
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‘But it isn’t a responsibility to my wife as much as a responsibility
to the agreement. Isn’t that why communication is so important?
We reach agreements with each other so that we’re responsible to
ourselves.’

Patrissia and Lucinda both had their eyes fixed on him, but it
didn’t seem to unnerve him at all.

Jamie stared at the blank book in front of him. He’d hardly
thought about what it meant when he married Lucinda. It was just
something that happened. There could hardly be an agreement
about something that just happened, could there?

It seems to me,” Philip concluded, ‘that these meetings are about
finding ways of enacting personal agreements, with other people
and with God. But if there’s no precise agreement, there can be no
responsibility without causing harm. We harm God, we harm our
partners and we harm ourselves.’

Jamie could see that he was right. The agreement between himself
and Lucinda had no clauses, which meant that nothing they did
could sustain the contract. They could only harm each other.

*

Lucinda stood up from her chair at the back so that Philip could
see her propertly.

‘T'm so sorry to interrupt again, but I really can’t help thinking that
of course we treat God differently from other people. We’re not
bargaining with Him. He is not a husband or wife, but an ideal. We
give Him power and responsibilities, and yes, we assume and we
hope that He will use his power responsibly—but isn’t that the
point? Isn’t that what faith is? It’s not a contract. Are you really
telling us that we shouldn’t have faith? That faith harms us?

Philip turned to Lucinda. ‘Of course faith doesn’t harm us. Sorry, I
didn’t catch your name?’

‘Lucinda,” she said, not smiling. “We ¢an expect Him to be faithful,
since it’s faith that’s the foundation of our relationship with Him.
We can expect Him to love us, but we can’t know the nature of that
love—but that’s true of husbands and wives too. And we do know
what our responsibilities are. At least, I do.’

266



‘Amen,” muttered Jamie under his breath. You sanctimonious, self-
righteons bitch.

Sian was thinking about her confession to Marc. She had given
him the power of absolution, and he had absolved her. She nodded
to herself: she had to agree with Lucinda. Faith was everything.

T’'m not at all comfortable with the way this is going,” said Marc,
rising to his feet. ‘In fact, I'm not sure that this discussion is very
helpful for any of us. Practically everything I’'ve heard here tonight
is irrelevant. I think we should have a short break, and then get
back to the agenda,” he insisted.

Jamie looked up in relief. ‘I was just going to suggest the same
thing. In fact—’

‘No,” Magda interrupted. ‘Sorry, Jamie, I know I’'m new here, but
I'm very interested in these ideas, and Marc, I'm also interested in
why you feel so uncomfortable.’

Ob, for Christ’s sake, what now? Jamie closed his eyes and prayed
for the end.

‘What you just said—it’s almost a signal that you’re not open to
new thoughts, and, well, aren’t we here to think new thoughts?
Sorry, but you don’t seem prepared to do that.’

Roy, to his surprise, found himself wanting to say something to
back up Magda, the outsider. He didn’t understand why Marc was
so angry. Actually, he thought resentfully, he never knew what Marc
was on about.

“Yeah,” he said, almost belligerently, ‘let’s keep goin’, I wanna hear
more now, not later when you’ve all ’ad a chance to make things too
complicated. An’ also, I jus’ wanted to say, you don’t ’ave to believe
in God to know what bein’ responsible means!’

‘All right, Roy,” said Marc. I take your point. But I don’t see where
all this speculation can lead us. If we can’t trust our thoughts, and
we can’t fathom our motives, and we can’t—what’s that ridiculous
phrase? Go with the flow—then what’s left to do? There has to be a
foundation, something to rely on, and we rely on the people at
these meetings to follow the rules. We can’t undermine ourselves.
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‘If there is no direction and if there are no rules, how can anyone
be trusted, and how can we trust ourselves? How can I trust yox to
interpret the spirit in a way I can understand and accept?’

He was almost shouting now. ‘Our hearts might understand what
is right, but what if the rest of us is afraid, and selfish, and dishonest?
Where will we find release? Where will we find absolution? The
human condition is founded on uncertainty, doubt, confusion,
selfishness, wickedness. Rules are put in place to help us and guide
us. When we break the rules, we need to know that due punishment
will follow, because only then will we learn!’

He stopped. He was panting and his face was white. ‘I’'m leaving
now, and I suggest you all do the same. Next time I think we should
continue with a proper meeting, not all this...bollocks!’

*

Patrissia tried to catch his arm as he left the table. He turned on
her. “You can’t just go around seducing others into thinking that
what’s beneficial for you will necessarily be beneficial for them!” He
shook her hand away.

‘Neither can you!” she snapped back. ‘What was your idea again? A
fellowship of lost souls all on their own separate path to the same
vanishing, unsmiling, punitive God? Whose God might that be? Oh
yes—your God!’

‘It beats leading all and sundry down your twisted little path to
nowhere! Plenty of smiles, plenty of hand-holding and fake
sympathy, but no God in sight. Ridiculous! Understanding? I've
never known less understanding in my life!’

‘OK; said Patrissia, rising to try to reassure the bemused
onlookers that there was still some semblance of order. “‘Why don’t
we adjourn to the pub? We need to thrash this out now. We’ll
reconvene at the Royal Oak. It’s only a few minutes down the road.’

She could see people already shuftling along the pews. Their self-
conscious haste made it clear that zbey wouldn’t be reconvening
tonight.

‘See you at the pub, Marc!” Patrissia called out as he pushed his
way to the door. He stopped and gave her a withering look. ‘We
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shouldn’t deny strong feelings, they’re healthy,” she said pointedly.
‘They might even be cathartic.”

Marc stared at her. She sounded like his enemy now.

*

Roy was drying the last cup in the kitchen when a voice
interrupted him.

‘Funny lot, aren’t they? Can I help?’

Magda was standing beside him. ‘Oh, hi Magda. Yeah, sure,
thanks,” said Roy. ‘I know, they are a bit.” He felt oddly at ease, and
managed a weak grin. “That was pretty good, you standin’ up like
that—it took me months to say anythin’. Still don’t, much. So what
brings you ’ere?’

‘Jamie was bragging to Giles about his spiritual needs at the party,
and talking about the meetings and how good they were. It was for
Lucinda’s benefit, I think, but it sounded interesting. So I came to
see how you do things here. In my country, we’ve lost something of
our spiritual selves, I think. She looked around at the drab
worktops and dull, stained sink. ‘I think we’re finished here. Are
you coming to the pub?’

“Yeah.” He returned Magda’s smile. “You wanna lift?’

‘That’s kind of you, Roy, but it’d be quicker in my car. Why don’t
you leave the van here and come with me? It’s a nice evening.
Maybe a few drinks will revive our spirits.’

*

Marc was leaning over his driver’s door, arms outstretched, his

palms on the roof. He wanted to damage it, kick the shiny
paintwork out of its smugness, smash the impervious window,
make it suffer. He could feel his heart thumping. Why was he so
angry? That old familiar pulsating, bloody anger. His head was
heavy with poisonous black fog.

Fucking Patrissia, the bitch! Why tell everyone about Claudia? She
seemed to be taking part of the blame for Claudia’s exile, but was
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she? Had she really felt compelled to say all that just to cleanse her
own heart? Or was it to force him to confess his part in it too?

“You comin’? someone shouted out behind him.

‘Oh, it’s you, Roy.” Seeing Magda beside him, Marc gritted his
teeth. ‘I don’t think so.’
He had to walk and breathe. He didn’t feel like going back to his

house. It was no longer a sanctuary. It didn’t even feel like his home
any more.

‘Suit yerself.”

The car pulled away, Magda’s animated voice floating above the
fading sound of a tinkly piano.

Stuffing the car keys in his pocket, Marc headed for the river.

*

Patrissia waited patiently as Sian tugged the seatbelt around her,
fumbling with the catch hidden beneath her belly until it clicked
shut.

‘Why did you ask me that question in there, Trisha? What’s going
on? I’'m worried about you.’

Patrissia stared down at her hands trembling on the steering wheel,
and shook her head.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Everything’s falling apart, Sian. I'm so exhausted all the time.’

‘It’s the hormones, Trisha.” Sian squeezed her hand. ‘Have you told
Marc yet?’

‘No. We argued before the meeting.” Patrissia was crying, her face
crumpled, her eyelids swollen. ‘I shouldn’t be telling you this,
loading it all onto you—’

‘Look, Trisha, you’re my friend. I’'m going to be a mum in a few
weeks. I’'m not scared any more, and I don’t feel trapped any more,
because it’s what I want.” Sian squeezed her hand reassuringly.
‘When the baby becomes real for you, well, we’'ll both know what
we want.” She smiled. “You’ll see.’
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‘D’you think so?’

‘Whenever I think about anything now, all I care about is how it
will affect the baby. Manu loves me, and in a funny sort of way,
maybe I love him too. We’re going to need to look after each other.”
She squeezed Patrissia’s hand again. ‘And so are you and Marc. We
all have our ups and downs but everything will work out OK, you’ll

b

sec.

Patrissia dabbed her eyes. “Thank you, Sian. Thank you for being
there for me.’

‘Thank you for being there for #s.” Sian smiled. “That confession I
did with Marc, it actually worked. And d’you know why?’

Patrissia blinked up at her shaking her head.

‘Because I had faith. It was that simple.’

*

As soon as Marc reached the river path, he felt his anger begin to
dissolve. He slowed and began to breathe in the earthy and faintly
sour vegetative smells of the riverbank.

Patrissia, what will yon do to me if 1 let youn continue? Could it be
worse than the things I do to myself?

A faint brr-brr interrupted him, and cursing, he dug for his phone,
extracting it from beneath the tight pile of lighters and tissues in his
bulging pocket.

‘Hi, Marc, it’s Ciara. I just wanted to apologise for the other night.
I’'m really sorry—I don’t know what came over me. I'd really like to
see you— Her voice went up an octave. ‘Can you hear me? You
sound muffled. Where are you?’

‘Walking by the river. I’'m actually on my way to the pub.’
‘What pub? Is it far?’

‘The Royal Oak—’

‘Big place, down by the river? I was there the other day.’

Marc was watching the water bubbling and gurgling in little eddies
around the submerged tree roots, regretting that he’d told her he
was going to the pub, but unable to respond when he heard her say,
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‘OK. I hope you can hear me—1Ill meet you there in fifteen
minutes.’

The line went dead.
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It promised to be a beautiful evening

Sian and Patrissia walked from the car park into the pub garden
arm in arm, and sat down on one of the slatted benches grouped
haphazardly around a large table in the garden.

It promised to be a beautiful evening. In the twilight, the first
evening star began to materialise from behind a gauze of pink
cloud.

Patrissia wondered if anyone else would turn up. Roy would, she
thought, and Jamie, but whether Marc would materialise, she
doubted, and if he did he’d probably bring rain.

‘Look, there’s Roy with Magda,” Sian said, pointing to the river
gate.

Patrissia turned her head. They were standing together, laughing.
She’d never heard him really laugh before. As she watched them,
Magda touched Roy’s arm, and he nodded before ambling up the
garden towards Patrissia’s table, his head up and his hands
distending the pockets of his donkey jacket.

T'm just goin’ to the bar,” he said, smiling. ‘Magda’s payin’. What
can I get yer? Sian?’

‘Fizzy water, please.’

‘And a glass of Sauvignon for me,” Patrissia added.
Righty O.

They watched him as he headed purposefully for the bar.
‘He looks happy.” Patrissia said.

‘He does, doesn’t he?’

‘And Magda seems to like him. She seems nice and
straightforward, just what he needs.’

But Sian had lost interest. Stroking her belly with satisfaction, she
glanced at Patrissia with a tolerant smile. ‘Better get used to the
tizzy water, Trisha.’

T need a proper drink.’

“You shouldn’t, you know, especially at your age.”
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“That’s the difference between us, Sian,” answered Patrissia, in a
serious voice. “You’re sensible and responsible. You’ve got your life
sorted, your nursery all painted, someone to take care of you when
the baby’s born. Look at me.” Her laugh was thin and reedy as she
leaned back, brushing her hand along the arm of the bench. ‘I
haven’t even told Marc about the baby yet.”

You’ve got to tell him, Trisha,” Sian replied authoritatively. “Tell
him tonight. He has a right to know.’

Taking a cigarette from her bag, Patrissia lit it and leaned back, her
eyes hooded and shadowed.

‘Does he?’

She was watching Lucinda, who had just emerged from the back
door of the pub, and was lingering by an over-planted hanging
basket, smiling her big-toothed smile at the smartly-dressed man at
her side.

T think it’s that man who upset Marc in the meeting,’ said Sian,
following Patrissia’s gaze and eyeing them with interest.

‘So it is: it’s Philip. And doesn’t Lucinda look like the cat that’s got
the cream? I can’t remember the last time I saw her looking so
pleased with herself.”

*

‘Hello Patrissia, and hello Sian—it is Sian, isn’t it? Such a lovely
evening,” Lucinda purred as she came over. ‘Is this where we’re
continuing our little debate? May we join you?’

‘Take a seat. Good to see you two aren’t still at loggerheads.’

They both laughed as Philip dusted down the bench.

‘No, we agree on some things, it seems,” said Lucinda, smiling
companionably at him. I think Philip may have made himself out to
be more of an ogre than he actually is.’

“Just as well, Lu. I happen to have a larder chock full of
beanstalks.’

There was a pause before Philip chuckled. ‘Ah! Patrissia, very
good! Do you fancy yourself as a butcher? No match for a lawyer, 1
can assure you.’
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‘Oh, so you’re a lawyer? I should have guessed.’

‘We were just talking about the meetings, Patrissia, and how
quickly one’s ideals get tossed aside when real life threatens.’

Patrissia tore her eyes away from a tall man who had just appeared
at the river gate. It wasn’t Marc.

‘Well, ideals don’t belong in everyday life, do they?” she sighed.
‘They’re fine in theory but, sadly, practicalities always seize the day.
It’s obvious when you see how most relationships lose their shine
when the going gets tough—if they last at all.”

Lucinda’s smile had all but disappeared now. ‘Yes, it’s all very well
being starry-eyed at the outset, but after that you just have to get on
with things and hope that there’ll be enough starry nights to make it
worthwhile, don’t you?’

“Yes, I suppose you do.’

Lucinda patted Patrissia’s hand with satisfaction. “You’ve changed
your tune, Trisha. Do you remember telling me at college that the
inconveniences that love brings should be ignored? That love was
the most important thing?’

“Yes, I do. I'm surprised you remember.’

Patrissia was watching Philip, whose eyes were fixed on Lucinda’s.
Nodding to him, she said, “‘You certainly stirred things up a bit
tonight, Philip. Will you be a regular?’

‘Everything I said came straight from the heart, Patrissia, if you
can believe a lawyer can have a heart. As for being a regular, it’s
unlikely—In fact, I shouldn’t be here now.’

He turned to Lucinda, whose face had more colour than her usual
pale English Rose. ‘It’s been delightful talking to you. Here’s my
card. Do call if you’re in the area. Sorry, I really must be making a
move. Goodbye Patrissia: and Sian, nice meeting you.’

Lucinda seemed to be too preoccupied with the contents of her
handbag to notice his backward glance as he made his way to the
car park.

‘He seems quite taken with you, Lucinda,” said Sian. ‘It was Marc
who invited him to the meetings, wasn’t it?’
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“Yes, he’s one of Marc’s clients. He said he only started coming as
a gesture of support, but he became interested. He didn’t say why.’

Patrissia edged closer to Lucinda and lowered her voice. ‘Lu, do
you mind if I ask you something? You talked to Marc at the party—
Did he say anything about me? You heard us tonight.” Patrissia
paused as Roy appeared to distribute the drinks with a smile and a
nod, and then went to stand by himself, taking a gulp of his beer
and looking thoughtful.

Patrissia turned back to Lucinda. ‘I don’t know what to do,” she
said sadly. “What would yox do, if you were me?’

‘Well,” Lucinda said carefully, ‘Philip told me a little about him. He
thinks Marc’s quite mad, and I have to say that I got a very odd
feeling about him at the party. I think I’d run for the hills if it were

b

me.

Patrissia cradled the wineglass in her hand. ‘I was afraid you’d say
that.”

‘Jamie thinks he’s strange, too.” Lucinda continued, ‘quite damaged,
was the way he put it.” She ran her eyes from Patrissia’s glass to the
deep-drawn lines on her face. ‘And I’d say that you’re the /last
person he needs to try to fix him. Sorty to be so frank, but really,
you’re like two drowning sailors clinging to each other—it’s just a
question of who’ll sink first. I'm sure you didn’t want to hear that,
but you wanted my opinion. Just let go and save yourself, would be
my advice.” She looked away, scanning the garden.

You may be right. If you’re looking for Jamie, I don’t think he’s
arrived yet,” said Patrissia, distractedly, mulling over Lucinda’s
words, ‘although he promised he’d come.’

‘Actually, he’s getting drinks.” Lucinda paused, a faint twist on her
lips. ‘But I'm still wondering who his latest fling might be? Tell me,’
she said slowly, her eyes still on the door to the bar, ‘has he made a
pass at you yet?’

‘Me? Good heavens, no!’

‘Odd,” said Lucinda, neutrally. “You must have done something to
keep him on his best behaviour—he normally chats up anything in
a skirt. Not that I mind particularly, they never last long, and his
guilt is useful.” She suddenly smiled. “Well, speak of the devil.’
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Patrissia jerked, and twisted her head to look over her shoulder.

‘He’s smiling,” Lucinda went on, noting her reaction, ‘although I
can’t think why.” She paused, watching Jamie and Patrissia in turn as
he weaved his way towards them. ‘I can see that you wouldn’t be
attracted to his type though, Trisha—not your cup of poison at all.
Not wild and dishevelled enough.’

‘What a pity Philip couldn’t stay longer, Lucinda. He’s amusing,
isn’t he? Quite anodyne, though, in spite of his cleverness.’

Lucinda looked at her sharply. ‘I expect Jamie’s latest fling will
turn out to be another one of my less discriminating girlfriends,
though whoever it is, she must have something—he’s been acting
rather more like an adult for the last few weeks. It’s laughable
really.”

*

Jamie stopped half-way across the lawn and turned his head, first
towards the river gate, and then towards Patrissia, his eyes
widening.

Sorry, Lu, I've just seen someone I need to speak to,” said
Patrissia, rising and touching her arm. ‘Back in a minute.’

Jamie arrived at the table a moment later, half-dropping the metal
tray onto it. Some of the beer slopped over.

‘Bugger! Sorry about that—TI’ll get a cloth,” he muttered, heading
back towards the pub door.

‘No worries, mate, I can get it]’ Roy called after him, but he had
gone. Roy started digging in his pockets.

‘Oh, use this!” hissed Lucinda, pushing a handkerchief onto his lap.
She was watching Patrissia embrace a younger woman in the far
corner of the garden. They seemed to be chatting amiably enough
when suddenly the woman turned on her heel and headed away
down the path.

Lucinda’s arm jerked involuntarily backwards, glancing against
Sian’s leg. “Tell me, Sian, dear, who’s that woman with Trisha? Is
she from your meetings?’
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Sian squinted across the garden, shielding the sun from her eyes.
‘I'm not sure. I don’t recognise her. It could be her niece.”

‘Oh?’ Lucinda sounded deflated. ‘I wonder why she didn’t bring
her over and introduce her to us?’

‘Won’t be a tick,” Roy said, jumping up. ‘Just goin’ to rinse out
your hanky, Lucinda,” he said, disappearing up the garden.

T expect she’ll bring her over in a moment,” Sian said, losing

interest as she watched Roy push his way through the small crowd
of smokers surrounding the door to the bar.

‘Oh! It looks like the niece is leaving. I wonder why she bothered
to come. And where’s Patrissia going now?’

‘She probably needs the loo again. It’s a pain in the arse, being
pregnant.’

‘Pregnant? Is sher’

*

‘Jesus, Roy, what am I going to do? Do you know if there’s a back
door?’

Roy looked up from the sink. “They’ll see yer, mate, there’s only
one way outta this place. Looks like yer in for it.’

‘There’s always another way out, Roy.”

‘Don’t look like it to me. Lucinda’s scannin’ the garden an’ Ciara’s
in the car park. Yer buggered as far as I can see” He finished
soaking the handkerchief and started twisting the water out. ‘Yer
don’t often see proper hankies like this any more.’

Jamie rolled his eyes. ‘Lucinda’s always prepared. Probably got
splints and a stretcher in the car. But never mind the sodding hanky,
Roy, she followed me tonight, she’s on the lookout.’

Roy turned off the tap and started kneading the handkerchief in
the cold water. I don’ blame ’er, mate. Dunno ’ow you managed to
get away with it fer so long. I mean, everybody knows what yer up
to.”

“You don’t understand, Roy. Lucinda’s always known about the
other women. It gives her an excuse to be a bitch.” He let out a long
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sigh. ‘But this is different. Christ, I hope Trish hasn’t told her—she
swore she wouldn’t dump me in it. Is she trying to get me killed?
For fuck’s sake! Women! You just can’t trust them, can you?”’

‘Jamie, mate, it’s not them, it’s you. Yer can’t rely on people to be
dishonest for yer, that’s stupid.’

Jamie grinned at him. “You’re not as dumb as you make out, are
you, Roy? You’re right about me and Ciara. It’s serious. We've
talked about living together.’

‘What? You gonna leave yer family?” Roy frowned. ‘What about
yer kids?’

‘T know, I know. But no-one has to get hurt. Lucinda couldn’t give
a shit about me, you know that, and she’ll take good care of Zara
and Daisy.’

‘Dunno about that, mate.” Roy finished squeezing the handkerchief
and smoothed it out. ‘I couldn’t do it meself.’

‘OK, OK, I'm a bastard, I know. But it’s life, Roy. You’ve got to
make the most of it, and me and Ciara—I’ve really fallen for her. I
can’t just let her go.’

‘Well, on yer ’ead be it.’
‘Can you go and see what’s going on?’

‘Dunno, mate.” Roy took a moment to check the handkerchief for
stains, and then stared Jamie in the eye. ‘I s’pose I could go an’ ’ave
a look-see. I ain’t ’appy about it though.’

‘Thanks, Roy. You’re right, and I’'m going to do the right thing—
but this isn’t the time. Just help me out, will you?’

‘Last time, Jamie. Yer shouldn’t piss people about like yer do. But
yer've been a good mate to me and I owe yer. OK. Back in a
minute.’

*

Spotting Roy emerging from the Gents, Patrissia grabbed him as
he went past.
‘Where’s Jamie? I need to talk to him.’

“E’s in the toilet.’
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‘Look, do me a favour and get him for me, will you? I have to
speak to him.

Roy frowned at her. ‘Dunno that he’s in the mood to talk to yer.”

‘Just get him, would you Roy? Quickly please.’

He looked at her steadily. “Yer two of a kind, aren’t yer? OK, I'll
get im.

A moment later, Jamie appeared, looking wary.

“T'rish, what the fuck?” he whispered.

‘I didn’t invite her, you idiot!” Patrissia snapped. ‘She said she came
to meet Marc. Apparently he told her he was on his way here.’

Jamie shook his head. ‘I can’t go out there.’

It’s OK. I told her that Marc wasn’t feeling well and had gone
home to bed. I don’t think she was convinced, but she’s gone.” She
looked around and pulled him into a corner, fixing her eyes on his.
‘T've got something to say to you too. Listen to me, because this is
important.

“You heard my confession at the meeting, so you know that I
found her mother.” She grabbed his arm and squeezed hard. ‘She
must never know, is that clear? I’ll kill you if you tell her.”

He nodded. ‘T won’t tell her, Trish.” He let out a long breath. ‘I'm
thinking of leaving Lucinda.’

‘What? Why are you telling me now?’

‘I need to know how to get out of the mess I'm in. I want to be
honest, but I just don’t know what to say. I don’t want to lose
Ciara.’

‘Are you sure it’s Ciara you want, and not just an escape route?’

‘Absolutely. I have to be with her. I know how it sounds, but I’'ve
never felt like this before. 'm completely hooked, lined and sunk.’

“You’d better not be messing her about. I warn you, Jamie, if you
are, I'll be all over you like a swarm of rats, believe me.’

T'm not messing her about, Trish, I swear. I've told her I want us
to be together—It’s just that I haven’t told her I’'m married yet.” He
grimaced. “‘What if Lu saw her? What if she knows? I've got to put
Ciara in the picture before Lu has a chance to—’
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Patrissia took a deep breath, reminding herself it wasn’t Jamie she
was angty with.

“You poor old sausage, that’s not your problem any more. I told
Ciara the truth’

‘What?’

“You needn’t thank me, Jamie. It had to happen sometime. In the
meantime, just get out there and act normal. Lucinda’s got her
antennae out. Up to a few minutes ago I swear she was thinking I
was your bit on the side!’

Jamie reddened, then raised his eyebrows with a nervous laugh.
It’s funny, I hoped at one point you might be.” Then his eyes
turned serious again. ‘Until I met Ciara, of course.’

Patrissia smiled. ‘It had crossed my mind too, briefly. But enough
of this crap.” She slapped him on the back. ‘Get your sorry arse out
there and face the music.’

‘Oh, Jesus.” He ruffled his hair. “You’re helping me. Why?’

Patrissia looked at him. ‘I’'m helping Ciara. God knows, the last
thing she needs is a showdown in public.”

‘Meaning?’

‘Well, you saw what Marc was like when she turned up at his
house. Nothing’s changed, Jamie. She must feel as welcome as a tart
in a convent.’

*

Lucinda watched Roy making his way back, frowning when she
caught sight of Patrissia and Jamie following at a distance behind
him.

Sorry I was so long,” Roy apologised, ‘I was tryin’ to get the stink
out.” He flattened the handkerchief onto the table to dry.

‘Sorry about that, folks,” said Jamie as he sat down. He lifted his
pint. ‘Here’s to our happy little fellowship!”

‘Well, it’s certainly little,” said Sian. ‘I can’t believe nobody else
came.’
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I think it got a bit too personal at the meeting, Jamie said,
shrugging.

Patrissia patted Lucinda on the arm. ‘That was my niece,” she
explained. ‘She just came to drop off some money I lent her. She
couldn’t stay—she said she was in a hurry to meet some girlfriends.’

‘We were looking forward to meeting her,” Lucinda replied,
‘weren’t we, Sian? Oh well, some other time, perhaps. So is Marc
not joining our little gathering this evening?’

T don’t know,” Patrissia said. ‘I really don’t know.” She took out
her phone. ‘No messages. I’ll text him.’

*

As Lucinda casually dropped a fusillade of barbed questions into
the conversation, reassuringly parried by Patrissia, Jamie’s eyes
flicked furtively from face to face. The air had cooled, the sun
having sunk into the cluster of trees across the river, and he pulled
up his collar as the strengthening breeze swept its chilly fingers up
the nape of his neck.

Suddenly the conversation lulled and he saw Patrissia’s mouth turn
into the shape of an ‘O’. Lucinda and Roy had stopped talking too,
and were looking over his head.

Sian put her hand across her eyes just as Jamie felt an icy sensation
spreading over his scalp, soaking through his hair like a cap of
melting snow, and trickling over his collar and down his neck. He
stood up, shaking himself, and turned, wiping water out of his eyes.
‘Eh?

Ciara was backing away from him holding an empty glass, her face
ticht and her mouth contorted._

‘Carefull I'm pregnant you know!” cried Sian, sweeping away the
drops of water that had spattered the corner of the table above her
leg.

“You lying, cheating bastard!” Ciara was shouting, her voice thick.
‘How could you? How could you?’

Jamie stared at her, his wet shirt clinging to his back and drips
cooling his sides. Fighting the urge to follow her as she ran off
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towards the gate, he turned to Lucinda, whose eyes were the
brightest and bluest he had ever seen.

T'm sorry,” he said, simply. “‘What can I say? I was going to tell
you.”

T see,” said Lucinda. ‘So that was the slut you’re not having an
affair with, was it? Actually, don’t answer that—I don’t care. Clean
yourself up, we’re going.” Her customary poise abandoning her for a
moment, she cried, ‘Oh, this is just too much! You’re a disgrace! I
can’t imagine what your father would say!’

It’s not—"’

‘Come on, we’re going.” She started towards the car park, shooting
a glance at Patrissia on her way past.

‘As for you—ryou knew about this, didn’t you? Some friend you
are! I don’t know why I should have expected any better. We all
know about your twisted sense of loyalty. You even threw your own
sister to the dogs! Does it get any worse than that? You haven’t
changed. You’re still the same selfish, callous, arrogant, destructive
woman you always were.”

*

Marc noticed that it had become noisier, and he realised that he
had reached the weir. I#’s doing a good honest job, he thought, as the
smooth grey sheet poured down the toy waterfall. It made him feel
strangely peaceful watching the newly-aerated liquid tranquilly
dissolving into the calm pool below with barely a splash.

He thought again about Patrissia’s confession. Rather than
humiliate him, was it possible she was helping him? If she took
responsibility for Claudia’s fate, it couldn’t be all his fault, could it?
There must come a point when whatever sins you have committed,
whatever penalties you have incurred, are spent. Was this the sign?
She wanted him to love her—was she telling him that he could trust
her?

He was jerked out of his mood by the sound of his phone, this
time beeping irritatingly from inside his jacket pocket. He took it
out. It was a message from Patrissia. “Are you coming or not?’
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Her face came to him, the face she had worn the last time they had
kissed, her eyes clear and deep, her turbulent spirit in repose. There
was no scheming left in her body, just invitation: Here I am. No
whirring of plans, just breath and light.

He quickened his pace, readying himself for the lights and noise of
the pub. He wanted to see Patrissia’s face again.

*
Is there anythin’ I ¢’n do?” asked Roy as soon as Jamie and
Lucinda had gone.

Sian shook her head as she stroked Patrissia’s arm. ‘It’s OK, Roy,
she’ll be all right, won’t you, Trisha? Don’t take it to heart. She’s
just pissed off. I mean, who wouldn’t be?’

Roy nodded. “Yeah, it ain’t yox she’s mad at.”
‘Did you know about all this?” Sian asked him.
He nodded again. ‘Yeah, ’fraid so.”

‘Seems like I'm the last to know anything around here.” She
unzipped her bag in search of a tissue.” Look, Trisha—’

‘T'm fine, Sian, really.’
‘No, I mean look over there. It’s Marc. You’ve got to talk to him.’
‘He’s here?” Patrissia closed her eyes. ‘Oh, perfect.”

Sian eased herself to her feet and lifted her bag. ‘I think we’d better
go, Roy.” She kissed Patrissia’s cheek, tasting the salty wetness of
tears. ‘Don’t take it to heart, Trisha. What’s done is done. No
turning back the clock.” Patrissia nodded. ‘Be nice to Marc. And tell
him about the baby.’

Patrissia squeezed her arm. ‘I don’t know about nice, Sian, but I'm
going to be honest.’

‘Good.” Sian stood for a moment as she re-zipped her bag. ‘If we
were as honest in real life as we are in the meetings, well...” She
raised her eyebrows and shook her head.

T know,” Patrissia sniffed, staring at her empty glass.

‘Well, here he comes. He’ll be over the moon, you’ll see.”
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*

‘Hello Patrissia. I've brought another bottle.” Marc was standing
over her, holding an uncorked bottle of Sauvignon. ‘May I join
you?’

‘Everyone’s gone, but hey, why not?’

He moved around the table and sitting on the bench opposite,
refilled her glass before pouring one for himself.

‘T came to apologise for my behaviour at the meeting, and earlier
this evening.’

Patrissia stared at him across the dirty table. ‘Well, that makes a
nice change.’

The optimism Marc had felt earlier drained away.
‘I’'m really extremely sorry.’

Patrissia lifted her wet glass and watched the drips as they gathered
at the base and fell unpredictably onto the table. She let her chin
drop into her hand, too tired to respond. His apology seemed
irrelevant, like everything else between them. Why was he sorry
now?

‘Patrissia, say something, please,” he continued and, taking a deep
breath, declared, “You know very well that I'm in love with you. I
want us to start again.’

Patrissia slowly lifted her gaze from the little pool of spilt wine and
stared at him.

‘So, you’re sorry you’ve been an absolute bastard to me, she
hissed, ‘and you want me to forgive you because you’re in /Jove with
me? Well, Marc, d’you know what? I’'m sorry too. You can’t just say
that. It’s actions that count, isn’t it? Isn’t that what it’s all about?
Actions?

He shifted uneasily.

Its no good saying one thing and acting another. Behaviour
always trumps apologies. It’s no good being...’

‘A self-pitying idiot?” Marc cut in, wondering if it was even worth
continuing. ‘I do love you,” he insisted, ‘but what you see is fear,
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Patrissia, like it always is. Fear of hurt, fear of pain...that’s what
love is: fearful, painful and long-lived.”

His face was tight as he struggled with the intensity of the
moment, with the bare and unlovely truths he was being forced to
utter.

“This thing that binds us—I call it love, but it’s more than that,
Patrissia. We’re beyond love. We already have the direct connection
that we’ve been searching for, and it’s with each other.

Patrissia shook her head slowly and looked away.

“Yes, yes we do. ’'m ashamed that it’s taken me such a long time to
accept it, but at last—’

Patrissia refilled her empty glass and sat back, interrupting him.
‘What 75 this crap, Marc? Listen, if I thought you were serious, if 1
thought you were capable of feeling the way you say you feel, then
I’d listen. But it’s just yox, and they’re just words. You have no real
feelings, Marc, not for other people, not for me, not even for your
own daughter. Lucinda was right, ’'m wasting my time.’

Marc reached across the table to try to take her hand. ‘No, Lucinda
is wrong. You know we have to stay together, Patrissia. Perhaps
fitting in with your plans wi// bring us both peace. I don’t know.
What else can I offer your? What do you want?’

He looked into her eyes. ‘Come on, Patrissia, everybody needs a
chance, and not many people get one, but this is ours.’

‘Ours, Marc? No, it’s not.” She looked at him, incredulous. ‘It’s
your chance to continue to scourge yourself—and punish me. Look
around you. Who do you have left? Your daughter tries to get to
know her father—yon—and what do you do? Ignore her! She made
all that effort to find you, and you did #othing to make her welcome!
Your own daughter! And now she’s here, do you even know what
she’s doing, or where she is? No.

‘So you have nobody but ¢, and look how you treat me. What will
you do to me if I take this chance, as you put it? Tie me up like a

whore and then abandon me without conscience like you did
Claudia?

You’re very good at placing blame, Marc—nothing is ever your
fault, is it? You’ve had every opportunity to live a decent, useful life,
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have a family, enjoy loving relationships, do the right thing, and
you've screwed them all up. Youve used and then rebuffed
everyone who’s tried to help you. You’re a bloody disaster. And
you’re telling me that I have another chance to be with your Are
you out of your wind?

He stared at her, his mouth moving but no words emerging. His
eyes flicked upwards and then down to where his hands were
clasped together. Patrissia, thinking he was going to have one of his
seizures, half-rose before realising he was praying.

“Tell me, Patrissia, do you think you’ve done anything better with
your lifer” he asked at last, in a quiet voice.

Her mouth hung open for a moment.
‘Well, do you?’

‘Don’t try that, Marc. ’'m through playing games, with you or
anyone else,” she said, folding her arms. “There’s something you
need to know.’

He studied her face. ‘I’'m listening,” he said.
T'm pregnant with your child.’
His eyes barely moved, but she saw him swallow.

‘T expect that means as little to you as it did when Claudia—you
bastard—was pregnant with Ciara, but it means something to e.
I'm going to have our child, and I'm going to make damned sure
that you take your share of the responsibility for its care and
upbringing. So, although it sounds incredible to me even as I say it,
I’m going to take your chance.’

He tried to reach for her hand but she pulled it away.

‘And I'm going to make it work. In spite of all the things you’ve
said to me, the hurtful, spiteful things, and the appalling way you’ve
treated me, meeting you has actually woken me up. It’s because of
you that I can see it all clearly, and because of you that I can be
honest with you now. Maybe I owe you for that.

‘All the crap you just came out with about love, all your lies and
deceptions, your endless self-pity—I'm going to forget it all, and
I’m going to pretend that the last few months never happened. It’s
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gone, Marc. I'm going to pretend that you’re still the interesting
stranger I met in the gallery. Do you remember him?’

Marc shook his head. ‘How can 1, Patrissia? If I &zew that man, 1
would be him. All I know #ow is that your path has led you to me,
and mine to you, and that I’'m asking you to accept me.” He tried to
take her hand again, but she shook it off. ‘Are you sure you’re
pregnant?’

‘Of course I'm fucking sure I’'m pregnant!” Patrissia exploded. ‘Do
you think I’d make it up? It’s why I’'m taking your chance. It’s why I
can bring myself to start again. It’s life, Marc, /fe! and I'm going to
go with it.”

She sat back, exhausted.

‘So that’s it. I won’t mention it again after tonight—but we both
needed to know what the agreement is.’

‘Agreement?’

“Yes. So it can work,” Patrissia continued, looking at him steadily.
‘It’s unfortunate that I can’t trust you to make any effort towards it,
but as I said before, I'm a big, strong girl, and I'll make the effort
for both of us. ’'m going to have the baby,” she said, her voice very
clear. ‘It’s probably my last chance. And this is your last chance to
show that youre a human being, Marc, that you’re capable of
feeling love—for your child, if not for me. That’s the agreement.

‘That’s me done, so if you’ve nothing to say, when I've finished
this drink,” She lifted the glass to her lips, ‘we can go home and
begin our new life.’

He reached across the table and breathed out as he felt her fingers
wrap instinctively around his own.

‘That would make me very happy, Patrissia, and we w7/ go home
together.’

‘Marc—’

‘But please listen to me now. I understand your frustration with
me, and I understand your anger. Can I ask if you understand mine
with you?’

‘Marc—"
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‘No, let me finish. I listened to you and now it’s your turn. I’'m not
the only one with secrets, am I? It’s just that you have discovered
mine and I have confessed.” His voice was low and calm. ‘I might
be evasive, Patrissia, but I don’t lie, and you do.”

He spoke slowly and carefully, and Patrissia could feel her insides
cool and freeze as he continued. “There must be no more secrets on
either side. Do you agreer’

‘What do you mean?’

‘No, Patrissia, don’t evade the question. Do you agree?’
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Apologies and returns

Patrissia was woken by muffled snores, sunlight pouring through a
crack in the thick velvet curtains. Wriggling out quietly from under
the duvet, she pulled them closed, eager for Marc to sleep on and
afford her a few moments of peace before the day had to begin.

She felt nauseous from the night before, but it was less the
gnawing in her guts than the insistent whirring of her head that
caused her to pause on the landing to brace herself before going
downstairs.

*

Taking a deep breath, Patrissia tapped in the number. Lucinda’s
crisp, clear voice answered on the third ring.

‘Lucinda? It’s me.
I thought it might be.’

Patrissia flinched at her tone. ‘I rang to see how you are. What can
I say to make it all right?’

‘Sorry would be a start.’

T'm sorry. 'm so, so sorry, Lucinda, I really am. I don’t know
what to say except I've been in a kind of madness. Really, I can’t
explain it.”

‘I can. You’ve been a selfish, manipulative bitch, Trisha. What goes
on in that head of yours is a mystery to me, but it’s gratifying, at
least, that you do actually sound genuinely sorry. And so you should
be, I might add! Although,” Lucinda continued slowly, her voice
gentler now, ‘what happened yesterday finally woke me up. I’'m not
thanking you for your part in it—obviously I can see that you didn’t
matke your niece have an affair with my apology for a husband, that
was her own doing. But you should have warned her off, even if
you couldn’t bring yourself to put e in the picture.’

‘T know.’

Tl be putting Jamie in the picture as soon as he’s up. I should
have done it a long time ago.’
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‘T'm sorry. This is all my fault.”

Lucinda let out an exasperated breath. ‘No it isn’t, but I’d have
appreciated a little more loyalty from an old friend. To be honest,
Trisha, I feel sorry for you.” There was the sound of children’s
voices and a brief pause while Lucinda hushed them. “Thank you
for your apology, but I'm ringing off now. I need to get the girls
organised for the zoo, and my mother will be here any minute.’

Patrissia heard the clatter of drawers being banged and a confusion
of shrill voices shouting before Lucinda’s hurried voice came back
on the line.

‘Oh, by the way, you left your silver lighter here last week. I
assume it’s yours—it has the initials | and P engraved together on
one side.” She paused for a moment as if waiting, before continuing,
‘Jamie will return it when he sees you next.’

‘Thank you.’

There was another pause, as if Lucinda was giving her another
chance to continue, then a terse ‘Goodbye Trisha’. Patrissia could
hear her releasing her breath. ‘Now ring your niece and apologise to
her. Do the right thing for once in your life.”

*

Patrissia dialled Ciara’s number, threading the cord through her
fingers, waiting. It was a relief when she finally heard her niece’s
quiet voice.

‘Hello, Ciara. Are you OK? I meant to call you last night, but—’
‘Oh, it’s you. Why didn’t you tell me before that he was married?’
T don’t know. I’'m sorry, Ciara.’

‘Well, I’'d have appreciated the tip-off, but then again, I probably
wouldn’t have taken any notice, truth be told.”

‘T honestly didn’t think it was more than a bit of fun for you. And I
did try to warn you.’

“Yes, you did. And it was only a bit of fun, but it got out of hand.
She sighed. ‘How many more bastards are there?’

‘He was going to come clean. He’s really fallen for you, you know.’
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‘That doesn’t excuse all his lies. Mind you, I was an idiot not to see
through them—it was so obvious! Children he never talked about,
that vile monogrammed hanky, the weird times of day he’d call me

It was all so obvious. But you do lie, Patrissia. People aren’t as
stupid as you’d like to think.

‘Jamie made a mistake with his marriage,” said Patrissia, shaking the
thought out of her head. ‘He and his wife are a total mismatch,
anyone can see that, and now he wants to do the right thing. Don’t
punish him for being human.’

‘Why are you so keen for me to excuse him?’

‘Don’t we all deserve forgiveness sometimes? I’'m genuinely sorry,
and I think he is, too. Have you never needed to be forgiven? You
probably feel that you’ve been mugged, and I know it’s hard, but at
least listen to him, hear him out. It was citrcumstances that made
him lie to you.’

There was a long silence. ‘OK, Patrissia, I see your point, but do I
really need the complication of another married man? They never
leave their wives, they just keep you hanging on.’

Patrissia gave a rueful laugh. “True enough. Love’s often not very
convenient, but look at it this way—if you’re lucky enough to get a
glimpse of it, isn’t it worth putting up with a bit of hassle?’

“You sound as if you speak from experience.’

‘Perhaps I do,” Patrissia said quietly. ‘Look, Ciara, I know that this
might not be quite the right moment, but I wanted to come clean
about something else.’

There was no reply, so she continued, I'm pregnant, and it’s
Marc’s.” She thought for a moment that Ciara had hung up, but she
could still hear faint breathing. ‘Maybe you’ll have a half-sister.”

‘Or a half-brother. And it'll be the same age as my own children.’
Ciara’s voice suddenly sounded very clear. ‘Forgive me for asking,
but are you happy with him? You don’t seem to have much fun.’

‘Fun? I don’t think fun really features in his world.’

‘It doesn’t sound like much of a relationship, or much of a setting
in which to bring up a child.”
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‘No, it doesn’t, does it? But is a relationship just about being
happy?’

‘Isn’t that the point?’

Patrissia breathed in deeply, finding herself momentarily lost for

wortds, then continued, ‘Actually, we’re going down to Cornwall for
a few days. Maybe that will lighten things up a bit.’

‘Well, I wish you luck.’
‘Are we OK, Ciara?’ I do hope so. You have no idea how—’

‘We’re fine. 1 appreciate your apology, and your advice too,
actually. You’re right, I have had a glimpse of ¢, whatever /¢ might
be. Sorry, I have to go now.’

Patrissia heard Marc’s footsteps on the stairs and murmured a
quick goodbye. If he had caught the mention of Cornwall, would he
recede into a sulk, or even leave? She smiled up at him where he
leaned on the banister, pausing to button his shirt.

‘So when are we off on our little holiday?” he asked.
Patrissia braced herself.

He laughed. ‘It’s OK, I don’t mind where we go. In fact, a few
days away from here would be good. I'll even drive, if you like.’

‘Thank you,” Patrissia said, surprised and relieved. ‘I think I slept
funny, my back feels really stiff.” She pressed the heel of her hand
into her lower spine and winced. No time like the present—Iet’s
leave today.’

T have to go to my studio first, there’s something I need to do.’

‘Marc, this is a new start, put us first for once. Whatever
masterpiece you’re working on, it can wait.”

‘Masterpiece?’” He gave a grim laugh, took a cigarette stub from his
trouser pocket and stuck it in his mouth.

‘Start packing. There’s a cottage I looked up last week. I’ll ring the
woman now and see if it’s still available.’
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Null and void

Jamie pushed the duvet off his head and squinted into the morning
sun. What a godawful mess.

The spare room smelled of Imperial Leather, his father’s, from the
last time he had stayed overnight after Zara’s birthday.

He heard the front door click shut and he sat up, the duvet still
tangled over his knees. Had Lucinda just come in or gone out?

He went to the window. His mother-in-law’s Volvo was just
turning out of the drive. He tried to see if Lucinda and the girls had
gone with her, but it disappeared before he could get his glasses.

He dressed hurriedly and went out onto the landing. Both
bedroom doors were wide open—Zara and Daisy had gone. Spilt
milk, stable doors and every other old adage he had ever heard
sprang to mind as he scrabbled through his racing mind to find the
best words to say when he and Lucinda finally came face to face.

*

As he headed downstairs, Lucinda appeared.

‘Nice lie-in?’

‘Lu, please, let’s talk—’

‘Oh we shall certainly do that, Jamie. I’ve just made some tea.’
‘Where have the girls gone?’

‘My mother’s taken them to the zoo.’

‘Oh’

He followed her to the kitchen and they sat down at the table.
Jamie’s head was bowed, his hands clenched in his lap. Lucinda
looked at him, the skin on her cheekbones tight and pink.

‘At least your silence proves that you know how serious this is,’
she said. ‘I had a call from Patrissia eatlier. An apology, no less. It
was rather a surprise, I must say. It seems that even she has seen the
error of her ways.’

CI_’
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‘No, Jamie, let me finish. I advised her to call her niece to make a
similar apology. I still can’t fully comprehend why she didn’t warn
her off, or warn you off, or just tip me off. It beggars belief.
However,” Jamie looked up as she continued, ‘Patrissia lives in a
different world from you and me. Our world is here,” she glanced
up at the ceiling, her eyes drawn to the crack over the cooker, ‘and
within it we do what we’re programmed to do. We wake, we eat, we
work, we sleep—we function,” she said, and shrugged. ‘But even
that’s a lie. We’re a lie and I have to share the responsibility for our
lie.”

So it’s divorce, right?’

Lucinda smiled coldly. ‘No, Jamie, divorce hadn’t even crossed my
mind. ’'m not going to punish the girls because of your stupidity.
Why should they suffer? They love you.’

‘So, what are you saying?’
‘T'm not divorcing you, but I’'m amending our contract.”
‘Contract?” He looked puzzled.

“You broke our agreement, our contract of marriage. The bit
where it says ‘forsaking all others’—remember that? That contract is
null and void. I now declare our marriage open.” She steepled her
fingers, watching him. ‘You won’t have to think up any more lazy
little lies about where you’ve been and who you’ve been with—and
neither will I. Because my life begins today, Jamie.’

‘Are you serious?’

Lucinda took a sip of her tea, placing the lemon by the side of her
cup.
‘Deadly,” she said.

Jamie folded his arms. ‘OK, so you’ve obviously found someone.
Good, I'm glad. But be honest, Lu, I mean, you’ve always known
about—’

“Your affairs?’

“Yes. And you’ve never really cared, have you? It’s only this past
few weeks that you've started to take any notice of anything I do.
You never have before.’
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Lucinda sniffed. “You really are a child, Jamie. It’s a good job your
father can’t hear you. He must never know about this shambles—
and don’t you dare breathe a word about it to him, it would break
his heart.” She paused.

T’'m sorry,” Jamie was firm. ‘I’m afraid he’ll have to know. I want a
divorce, a proper end. Resolution.”

For answer, Lucinda scraped back her chair, padded across the
kitchen tiles and tipped the remains of her tea down the sink.

‘Where are you going?’ said Jamie.’
‘Out.’
“You can’t go out yet, Lu, we haven’t finished!”

“Yes, we have.” She turned to face him, her face hard and her body
tense. ‘So you want a divorce? Despite all your infidelities and all
your lies, we’ve managed not to break the most important
agreement of all, and that is our responsibility to Zara and Daisy.
And now, after all I've put up with, you say you want to leave me?
You think you deserve resolution?’

Yes. I'm sorry if you think it'll harm the girls, but I'll do
everything I can for that not to happen. It’s up to you, Lu. You can
make it hard or you can make it easy. What do you think would
harm them the most?’

Lucinda buttoned her jacket as she returned to the table, hesitating
for a moment before she collected the teapot, Jamie’s cup and her
saucer and placed them by the sink. Remembering that the
macerator was working again, she emptied the pot and, turning the
tap on, she watched the tea leaves disappear with a quiet whirr.
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Something for the pain

Patrissia shovelled the contents of her suitcase into the wardrobe,
her nostrils narrowing at the aggressive aroma of damp.

It had been a long journey, and although Marc had done most of
the driving, Patrissia’s body ached for movement and her lungs
ached for fresh air. She stretched up to the low-beamed ceiling,
twisting her arms out wide above her head, then bent to touch the
bare floorboards, feeling a twinge in the small of her back.

Digging her thumbs into her spine, she massaged the tired muscles
as she stared out of the small, square, west-facing window, trying to
ignore a wedge of peeling soffit that had been hastily dusted with
magnolia paint by an unsteady hand. The cobwebby light that
filtered in under the overhang was sour and unappetising—much
like her own mood, she thought sadly.

Unzipping her make-up bag, she noticed that she only had two
Paracetamol tablets left, and felt a quiver of panic.

‘Bugger!” she said aloud, pouring the pills into her mouth and
wandering over to the basin. The tap juddered with the promise of
water, but none emerged. She turned it off, gagging on the tablets
stuck to the back of her throat.

She could hear the kettle boiling downstairs, and sighed.

*

As she had supposed, Marc had not seen fit to respond to the
whine of the kettle, but was still sitting at the kitchen table reading
the pile of tourist information that had been thoughtfully left on the
mouldy windowsill to mop up any stray spores.

‘Not feeling well?” she remarked, lifting the pot to make the tea.
Tve got a bit of a headache.

She sat down gratefully on the dining chair, placing the two
earthenware mugs in the middle of the table. ‘Mmm. It seemed to
take ages to get here. I don’t recall it being so far. My back’s killing
me, and I’ve run out of painkillers.’
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‘We’ll go for a stroll after tea, shall we? It’ll help us both to loosen
up a bit.’

Patrissia shrugged. ‘I need some Paracetamol.”
Tl get some later. I was just reading about Zennor.”

Patrissia smiled, the twinges in her back easing as her memories of
long, beautiful summers in Cornwall flooded back. ‘Does it mention
the Zennor mermaid?’

‘No, why??

‘Ah, she said, taking a sip of tea. “There’s a story about a
mysterious woman who keeps turning up at St Senara’s Church in
Zennor. She appears several times a year over many years, always
looking the same and never getting any older.

‘The local parish singer, Mathey Trewella, sees her one night and is
so captivated by her beauty that after the service he follows her
down to the cove, and guess what?’

‘Neither of them are ever seen again?’

Patrissia laughed. ‘Exactly. But that’s not the end of it. One
Sunday, years later, a captain sails by a mermaid in the cove.
Obviously, he can’t believe his eyes! She asks him to talk to her, so
he does. Later that night, when he describes her to the local
villagers, they realise that the mermaid is the same beautiful lady
who’d enticed Mathey Trewella away.’

‘Hmm. I see. What about the captain? Why didn’t she entice him
away too?’

Tve no idea,” Patrissia smiled. ‘Maybe we should take a boat out
tomorrow and see if we can find her and ask her?’

T don’t think it works quite like that,” said Marc. “We rarely find
what we want by secking it. More likely, the magic...” he smiled,
‘that has been seeking us will find us when we’re least expecting it.
All we need to do is stay alert so that it doesn’t pass us by.’

Patrissia smiled back. ‘How true.” She put her mug down and
moved her hand on top of his. T’'m going for a lie down.” She stood
stiffly and took a few tentative steps towards the stairs. Then,
stopping abruptly, she bent forward, crouching by the bottom tread
before turning and sitting down on it.
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Marc stared at her. “‘What is it? Can I do anything?’

She shook her head. ‘It’s nothing. Just my back.’

Tl get those painkillers.’

She nodded vigorously. ‘Please.’

‘OK. I'll buy a couple of bottles of wine while I'm there, shall I’
“Yes, please be quick. Don’t forget the Paracetamol, will you?’

Tl be ten minutes,” he promised, throwing on his jacket and
giving her a peck on the cheek. ‘There has to be a shop nearby.’

Marc started down the muddy path to the car. He wasn’t worried.
Patrissia knew how to take care of herself. He stopped and looked
back at the cottage, but he couldn’t see her through the small front
room window.

It was misty again, and it took a while for the car to start. The
headache had begun its pounding in his temples, but he was used to
that.

When he came to the village, the chemist was shut. There was a list
of duty chemists in the window and he was irritated to see that he
would have to drive to St. Buryan, fifteen minutes away. He groped
in his pocket for his phone to warn Patrissia that he’d be a bit
longer, but couldn’t find it.

Cursing, he jumped back in the car and started the engine.
Skidding the tyres, he pulled out, narrowly missing an old man who
shouted something he didn’t hear.

*

Patrissia remained crouched on the staits, her face buried in her
hands, her eyes closed tight. It was all coming back—memories of
Rome and her first pregnancy, the heat and sweat and pain, and
how, cutled in a ball, she had lain on the bed afterwards...

The cycle of low cramps resumed, gnawing and sharp, fluttering in
waves, receding, ebbing only for a few brief moments before
flooding in again.

She crawled up the stairs and turned on the bath tap. The face in
the mirror looked unfamiliar. Grey circles darkened the vaults of
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her eyes and a sweaty strand of hair clung to her forehead like a
sprig of seaweed draped over a chalk-white boulder.

This was penance, but for her sins, or Marc’s? She had taken on
the responsibility for his happiness, but had she somehow become
responsible for his sins, too? He should be with her.

As the intermittent twinges clumped together to form an insistent
ache, she listened to the water chugging into the bath, urging it to
fill quickly, dipping her hand into the steaming tub, grateful for the
heat that sparked into her fingertips.

Slowly, she eased off her jeans and pulled her jumper up over her
head just as she began to feel the first ooze of blood trickle out of
her. She clambered into the bath and let the tap run on noisily to
drown out her thoughts. A hazy image of Sian’s engorged breasts
floated into her head.

A crunching lump of pain surged through her and the water
between her thighs swarmed with straggles of blood, rising to the
surface, pooling, dissolving. She trailed her hands in the reddening
effluence, her mouth wide with horror.

‘Oh please God, don’t let me lose it!”

Amid the moult of crimson blood she saw a kidney-sized clot,
darker and browner, like a mermaid’s purse. She scooped it up with
her hand, holding it just above the surface of the water, staring for
what seemed like minutes. She stroked its fibrous, ungiving form,
kneading it tenderly, revolving this piece of her own body through
interlocked fingers, cradling its mass to her breast.

The bath was cooling quickly and, trembling with cold, she peered
at the sinewy mass in her cupped hand before letting it sink back
beneath the surface. What if it wouldn’t disintegrate on its own?
Would she need to mash it down through the plughole when she let
out the water? Should she fish it out and flush it down the toilet, or
wrap it up in a cloth and take it out to the garden? Her head swam
with nausea.

‘Marc?’ she shouted. ‘Marc! Are you back? Marc!’

Standing, she lowered one leg over the edge of the bath onto the
mat and, naked and shivering, she leaned over to tug off a wad of
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toilet paper to wipe away the worst of the blood-smeared water that
had formed a glossy film on her thighs.

She rubbed herself dry as she stared into the bath, unable to give a
name to either what she felt or what she saw. The house was
swaddled in a saturating silence. She strained to hear the banister
creaking, the clatter of a chair, a padding of feet, the rattle of pills in
a plastic jar, hardly daring to draw breath.

Lowering the toilet seat, she folded the towel and sat on it, rubbing

her belly, rocking forwards to anchor each tug of pain. Flesh-
flecked fluid soaked into the puddle of syrupy, glutinous jelly
already congealing on the fibres of the towel.

Patrissia sat motionless with grief.

*

Squealing the car to a stop outside the chemist, Marc looked in
vain for somewhere to park. He decided to squeeze behind a giant
delivery truck that was taking up half the road, but his eyes felt as if
they were covered in sand, and the manoeuvre was frustratingly
difficult. His head was thick with pain and his eyes half-closed as he
left the car skewed against the kerb.

A couple of old women were queueing in the chemist, taking their
time, talking to the young shop assistant.

‘Excuse me,” Marc interrupted, T’'ve got a really bad headache—
would you mind if I jumped the queue?’

They smiled at him pleasantly, nodding at one another. “You go
on, my lover, we’ve all the time in the world.’

‘Thank you.’

The assistant was looking at him suspiciously. “You don’t look too
good. Have you got a prescription?’

‘No. Look, just give me the strongest stuff you have. Codeine and
Ibuprofen usually works.’

‘Well, I can only give you these. Have you used them before? You
need to dissolve them in water and you shouldn’t drive if you take
them.”

T know. We’re staying nearby—1'll wait till I get back. Thanks.’
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Marc handed over the money, taking the fat tube out of the paper
bag as he walked to the door. Once outside he pushed one of the
tablets onto the back of his tongue and attempted to swallow it but
it was huge and his throat was too dry.

Spotting an off-licence over the road, he bought a can of beer and,
with relief, tossed three of the big tablets into his mouth and took a
large swallow. He could feel his shoulders relax.

He looked around for a pub—He needed a proper drink.

*

Marc was on his third pint when he remembered that Patrissia was
waiting for him. She had probably tried to call him. It didn’t matter,
she was only fifteen minutes away.

At least he had managed to get rid of the young Italian. Marc had
been ready enough to exchange a few pleasantries, but within
seconds he had regretted that he had responded to him, already
feeling the latter’s insistent questioning to be more than a passing
interest.

When his frozen politeness had eventually forced the stranger to
give up, he had sat for a minute thinking about Patrissia. He loved
looking at her, talking to her, hearing her opinions, being with her.
He /oved her. Why had he resisted so long?

For the first time in many years, Marc smiled to himself, a genuine
feeling of well-being rising in him at the thought of Patrissia waiting
at the cottage. All he had to do was accept her warmth and, he had
come to feel at last, her love.

*

It was getting dark as he left the pub, rubbing his eyes fiercely, his
head still hurting. The truck was still there. Reversing, Marc cursed
as he felt his rear bumper hit a lamppost. He still couldn’t see
around the truck. He waited for a moment for his head to stop
buzzing, rubbed his eyes, and pulled out.

The van had no chance, smashing into his bonnet and crushing his
car back into the lamppost. The last thing he saw was a great
dazzling light.
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*

Patrissia woke the next morning, sweating. A fresh anxiety, as
sharp and supple as a whip, forced her to get up. Where was Marc?
Surely he hadn’t run away?

As she threaded each arm into the sleeves of her jumper and
heaved herself into her jeans, she marvelled that she had not been
sick when she had scooped the curdled embryonic sac out of the
dirty bathwater in the early hours of the morning. She had watched
the fresh water rush into the toilet pan and encircle the glistening
sides, the bubbles tumbling it over and over, willing it to disappear.

She gazed at Marc’s phone lying on the table, wondering where he
could be. But she couldn’t waste time. Hastily scribbling a note on
the back of the pamphlet he’d left on the table, she gathered
together a few things and left the house.

Her reluctant feet carried her to the end of the drive where the
lane twisted away in two directions, both indecipherable. Not a
glimmer of sun could be detected through the enveloping bank of
mist. Not knowing which way to go, she turned left and started to
walk.

After ten minutes or so, she saw approaching foglamps and began
to wave her arms, frantically gyrating her hands and shouting out as
the lights came closer. The lorry decelerated as it passed and pulled
up in a layby behind her. She turned and ran back to it, waving up
at the driver, who had already opened the passenger door and was
leaning over towards her.

‘I’m so sorry,” she panted, ‘but I need to get to a hospital.’

‘Jump in, my lover,” he reassured her. Tll take you to Truro. It’s
fifteen miles, but it’s the closest to here.’

‘Oh thank you. I'm so grateful. Thank you.’

It’s OK, no problem. Relax, we’ll get you there in no time.’

*

‘Big deep breath. I'm going to have a feel around. It won’t hurt.
It'll be a bit like someone fishing about for change in a purse—
painless, but maybe a little bit weird,” explained the doctor.
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‘It’s looking good,” she said after a minute. “You have no discharge
and I can feel no other retentions of matter. Everything looks fine.
I'm very sorry for your loss,” said the doctor with warm concern.
‘Do you have anyone at home to look after you? You need to rest.’

‘No, my boyfriend was with me yesterday afternoon but he went
out to get me some pain relief and...and he didn’t come back.’

The doctor frowned. Yesterday afternoon? You haven’t heard
from him since then? Have you tried calling him?’

‘He forgot his phone. I...’
You’d better come with me. Get up slowly, mind. Careful.’

Patrissia accepted the doctor’s hand and walked with her down the
long brightly lit corridor to the hospital admissions area.

I don’t mean to alarm you, dear, but we’d better check.” The
doctor paused. ‘If he’s been involved in an accident or been taken
ill, he would have been brought here.’

Patrissia nodded. ‘Of course. His name’s Marc Crowley.’

The admissions nurse peered at the screen, her fingers scrolling at
speed. Patrissia saw them stop suddenly. ‘Doctor Parmiter, a Marc
Crowley was admitted yesterday.’

The doctor bent over the screen to see for herself.
Patrissia went still. “‘What is it? Is he here? Can I see him?’

The doctor took Patrissia’s hands in her own and drew her
towards an empty row of chairs. ‘Sit down, my love. I'm afraid 1
have some very bad news.’

‘Is he OK? What’s happened?”’

‘He was brought in yesterday evening, by ambulance. He’d been
involved in a road traffic accident...He didn’t make it.’
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Moving on

Up since four, Patrissia was jittery and tired, and sat in her car for
nearly an hour before mustering the energy to get out and do what
she had come to do.

The heavy gate swung slowly open to reveal the familiar walled
garden. Walking over the long grass to the statue of Pan, Patrissia
stopped to stroke it for a moment, wondering who Marc had
persuaded to model for #hat.

‘Marc...”

Just speaking his name gave her an eerie sensation, as if his
presence scentlessly and soundlessly surrounded her.

She stood back with a sigh. What had she been thinking? Pan was
far too big for her house. She would have to leave it. But there had
to be sketches in the studio.

The door to the studio was locked, but the side window was
slightly ajar. She tried to wedge her fingers into the gap between the
frames but it was too small. She looked about for a stone, then,
after shattering the window and pushing in the shards, she took off
her sweater, laid it over the frame, and heaved herself up, squeezing
carefully through the gap onto the work bench below.

What a dismal place, she thought, scrambling down onto the floor
and dusting herself off. She tugged at a white cord dangling from
the ceiling above the workbench, and a light flickered on,
lluminating the studio with a cool glow.

There was a vice, a bucket of stagnant water, a basket of chisels, a
thick pile of sketchbooks, wedges of charcoal but, most of all, there
was dust—so much dust! She could imagine Marc here, hunched
over a drawing, his hair flopping into his eyes, or standing stiffly
upright, chipping away at a block of hard stone.

As her eyes took in the clutter, her attention was captured by
something shrouded in the corner of the studio. Edging closet, she
drew off the cloth and saw that it was a figure of a woman.

Her head had been exquisitely hewn, her eyes blank and
unknowable, her mouth arched up into a deliciously perverse smile.
Patrissia moved her fingers down the slender neck onto broad, solid
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shoulders, where they snagged against the ridges of what seemed to
be a robe.

The folds were sharp, rutted, hardly resembling the fabric they

impersonated except where the cloth draped over the uptilted
breasts, smooth as water. One breast was ensnared in what felt like
copper wire. She followed the wire’s twisting length to the figure’s
right hand, which held a dagger. More wires looped around the
blade and coiled about her wrists.

Patrissia squinted at the woman’s left hand, expecting a shield or
another weapon, but this hand was stained, and held a small bowl
ot basket filled with a nest of threadlike wires. In the red dust that
had settled around the rim of the plinth, she thought she could
make out a pattern, or was it writing?

Opening the sketchbook at the top of the pile on the workbench,
she turned the pages until she reached an earthy pastel and graphite
drawing. Yes, this was it.

She saw that the bowl in the woman’s hand was a sewing basket,
and that the dagger was, in the sketch, a simple kitchen knife, its
blade whisker-thin. The woman rose out of the peatlescent spume
of lonian waves like Aphrodite...but this was no Aphrodite.
Patrissia’s blood froze. In the undulations of the sea, her name had
been inscribed: Patrissia. And under that the words My devotion: my
Lachesis.

She stared at the drawing. It bore no resemblance to the portrait
that she had so admired on Marc’s desk just a few weeks before, yet
it was her. When had he murdered the goddess and resurrected a
Fury in her place?

She stayed for a long time in the studio, chilled by the thought that
this was really how he had come to see her.
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Johnny

Patrissia took a sip of tea as she leafed through Marc’s sketchbook
for the hundredth time, then picking up Johnny’s booklet, she went
out into the hallway, where Roy had helped her place Marc’s
Lachesis figure on a corner cupboard by the door.

She held up Johnny’s portrait of her beside it. She couldn’t
reconcile the image of herself she saw in the mirror every morning
with either of these fantasies. Both were a record of their maket’s
obsessions, obsessions betrayed by the impossible beauty of one,
and the equally impossible morbidity of the other.

If anything, the portrait should have been more disturbing, but at
least there was a detachment there.

She read Johnny’s biography again, smiling as she saw the word
Zennor, visualising the misty landscape—a landscape that
stimulated imagination and increased expectancy like a veiled
dancer. It was just like him to settle there, she thought. He had
always valued imagination above all other things, above all the
inconveniences of living the imaginative life.

But why had he painted her portrait? Her curiosity had reached the
point where she would have to call him. She lifted the receiver, then
replaced it and went back to the kitchen to make another pot of tea.

*

Five minutes later, she stood watching the steam rise from her
mug as she listened to the slow echoes of the ring tone. At last she
heard a voice, thin and disembodied, sounding as sharp and strained
as she remembered.

‘Johnny?’

‘Patrissia,” he said without hesitation. ‘I wondered when you’d call.’
‘I love your painting.’

‘Good. I hoped it wouldn’t pass you by.’

‘But why now?’

‘I don’t know. I was as surprised as you must be.”
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‘But you never painted people. When did that start?’
‘It didn’t, this is a one-off.’

‘Well, I'm glad you painted your one-off, and I’'m honoured to
have been the subject.’

He laughed. “You were the object, Patrissia—the subject, as ever,
was myself. I know you understand that, we discussed it so many
times. The subject always remains the same—our own obsessions.’

Patrissia had to put her hand over the phone for a second while
she quietened her breath. “You were always telling me how you
wanted to defy nature, to overcome her—and that included me.
Yes, I remember.

‘Memories are all we have, Patrissia. I know I hurt you, but it was
necessary. You had been given everything—talent, beauty,
opportunity, /ove—but you had no gratitude, and you valued none
of it, not even me.

‘But I don’t imagine you called to dig up all that, so let’s assume
that’s done, and we can talk about you. How has your work
developed? You do still paint, I hope?’

Patrissia glanced around the four walls of her living room and felt
a sudden pang at their barrenness.

‘No? Is that why you rang?’

Patrissia relaxed. “You were always able to read me, Johnny. But
no, that’s not why I'm calling. I just wanted to talk to you one last
time, to tell you what it was like for me, and to end it properly. I
know it’s a bit late, but, well.

“You were always so defiant, and that pleased and impressed me at
the time.” She paused. ‘But defiance isn’t »y obsession. You've
come to know yourself, but I couldn’t while I was with you, and
afterwards...I lost the thread. Then, when I saw the portrait, I
recognised what you had always seen in me.’

‘You always had the talent, Patrissia, but you were too wayward to
capitalise on your strengths, which were many. For someone so
seemingly assured, you never truly believed in yourself, did you?’

‘But I did, Johnny. It was just that I fell in love, and I sacrificed my
belief in myself to belief in yox. I thought that you had absorbed
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me, ‘7o become one with that joyous spirit in all its chaos and beauty’,
as you used to say. It’s taken me all this time to realise that it wasn’t
absorption but acceptance—and now I can thank you for accepting
me, just as I am. Thank you. You’ve shown me myself, and now I
can accept myself back.’

She paused. ‘How odd all this sounds! Still, what matters isn’t its
oddness but its truth—you used to say that, too.”

He laughed. ‘Well, I'm sorry that I held you back.’

‘There’s no need to apologise. I'd ignored what I’d learned from
you. Do you remember? ‘We /live in the present,” you told us, ‘yet we
can’t perceive it. All we can see is our imagined world, and all that
imagination has to work on, is memories. All our apparent choices are
tllnsory—things happen, and all we can do is hope that what happens
s worth remembering.”

The phone lay heavy in her hand, and she longed to put it down
and give herself up to the sudden panicky exhaustion she felt.

‘So you’re going to try again for the elusive, infinite, eternal
connection”” He laughed. ‘What rubbish it all sounds, doesn’t it?
But rubbish-sounding or not, it’s real, and it is discoverable. We had
that connection, Patrissia: you, me, and the timeless beauty of the
imagination.’

‘Don’t give me that, Johnny. When I said I was in love with you,
you said it was just fun—I’ve never forgotten that, never.’

She heard a quieter sound from him, neither a laugh nor a sigh.
‘They were just words, Patrissia, the words of a drowning man. It
was my duty to set you free, not my desire. You vanished off the
face of the earth. Did you pause to wonder how I must have felt?
Did it escape you that you did to me what your sister did to you?’
His tone was soft and calm, not admonishing.

‘Tm so sorry, Johnny, really I am. You were right all along. I
thought I could avoid the loneliness and pain, but I have to accept
it. I’s not what I want, but it’s what I've got, it’s what I am.’

“You compromised my spirit, Patrissia, but you strengthened my
soul, and I thank you for that. If I can now do the same for you, it
will make me a happy old man.” He chuckled. “Take up your paints,
and paint, Patrissial Grant me that, won’t your’
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Her head was suddenly filled with tears, but they didn’t seem to be
able to find their way to her eyes, instead they choked her thoughts,
her breath.

‘Well, Patrissia, thank you for ringing, but I'll say goodbye now.
Paint something you love, and paint it with love, and whatever the
result, all will be well. It’s always worked for me.”
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Dusty chairs

Patrissia sat down on one of the dusty chairs, doubtful that anyone
would turn up. She checked her watch: fifteen minutes to go.

She’d paid for the hire of the chapel before they’d left for
Cornwall. It had been meant as a gesture of reconciliation towards
Marc, and she’d had to come, she didn’t know why. Not out of
respect—Marc had missed so many of the meetings himself, and
she thought it almost appropriate that he couldn’t make this one.
She didn’t feel his absence any more strongly now than any of the
other times he hadn’t turned up. No, it just had to be done, she had
to be sure that everything had been tidied up, that the snip was
clean. There would be no more loose threads.

*

‘Hello, Trisha, I thought you might want a hand?’ Patrissia’s head
jerked up as a voice came softly from the door. ‘Sorry, I didn’t
mean to disturb you.’

‘Oh, hello, Lu. How kind of you to come.” She glanced at her
watch again. ‘And thank you, but it looks like no-one else’s going to
bother. By the way, I enjoyed your show. Did anything come of it?’

‘Oh, that. No, not really. Good thing too—I had to do it when
they offered me the space, but I couldn’t handle any more
commissions—too much going on.” She glanced at Patrissia’s belly.
You’ll be busy yourself in a few months, won’t you? How’s the

baby?’

Patrissia had prepared herself for the question. I lost it the night
Marc died.’

Lucinda put a hand to her lips. ‘Oh, my dear, you poor thing! Why
on earth didn’t you say anything? I had no idea.’

‘Procreation doesn’t seem to be my forte.”
T’'m so sorry.” Lucinda’s eyes were brimming with tears.

It’s for the best, Patrissia shrugged. ‘Can you imagine what
atrocious parents we’d have made? Anyway, now it’s just me.’

The two women sat together looking into the twilit shadows.
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‘Is that a Duchamp over there?” said Lucinda at last, screwing up
her eyes. ‘What an odd thing to put in a church.” She paused.
‘Actually, I always wondered why you’d stopped painting, Trisha.
You had more talent than I did.” She sighed. ‘And if nothing else,
art always helps take your mind off your life.”

Patrissia touched her hand. ‘It can’t have been much fun with
Jamie.

‘Oh, Jamie and his nonsense wasn’t the problem. It was just the—I
suppose everyday grind sums it up. No, he was just a minor
irritation. To be honest, we should have called it a day before the
girls were born. Ciara turned out to be the bombshell I needed. I
wish them luck. Not that I'm going to let him get off lightly.’

‘No, I can understand that. What you said about art—actually, I
am thinking of painting again.” Patrissia hesitated. ‘Do you
remember Johnny, our tutor at college? I saw one of his paintings
the other day.’

Lucinda looked at her. ‘Of course I remember him! Is he still
doing those overblown landscapes and maniacal seas?” She winked.
‘Or has his passion waned?’

I expect so, but this wasn’t a seascape, but a portrait—it won
second prize in the Portrait Awards. When I saw it I must confess I
was intrigued, and actually, I phoned him this morning.’

Lucinda laughed. ‘I don’t know whether I believe that you’re over
him completely, Trisha, you have that look in your eye. But it’s your
life, and you’ll have a good contact if you do start again.’

‘Start painting you mean? I a» going to, but not with Johnny or
anyone else. This time, I’'m on my own.” She paused. ‘Lu, will you
stay for five minutes?’

‘Of course. As long as you want.” Patrissia covered Lucinda’s hand
with her own, and they sat in silence.

‘My father died recently. Did I tell you?’

‘Oh, my dear, what dreadful timing.” Lucinda put her hand to her
mouth. ‘I’'m sorry, that sounds terrible.”
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Patrissia squeezed her hand. ‘Actually, it was perfect timing. I feel
utterly free for the first time in my life. How’s Philip, by the way?
You’re seeing him, aren’t you?”’

Lucinda lowered her eyes. ‘Philip and I...we’ll just be friends.’

‘Seriously?’ Patrissia sounded slightly shocked. ‘Oh, I see what you
mean. He’s married, isn’t he?’

“Yes, he is,” Lucinda laughed, colouring, ‘and maybe, if we were
free... but we’re not. Not in the eyes of God.’

There was another long silence before Lucinda indicated the
Duchamp. Tm like that girl there, all composed, but that’s only
because she has her Philip waiting up in the attic. Tonight she’ll
return discreetly after a day in the sun, and bring her warmth to
him. What will you paint when you start again? Landscapes were
your thing too, weren’t they?’

‘That’s what I painted, but they were Johnny’s thing. I was always
more interested in people. Now I feel like getting my hands dirty—
no more symbols, no more torturing nature, I’'m going for the real
thing: real objects, real people, real life.’

Is that Marc’s influence? I never saw his work, but I imagine it
would be pretty naturalistic.”

Patrissia looked in her bag and brought out a pack of cigarettes,
lighting one with a match. ‘No, quite the opposite. He couldn’t get
to grips with reality at all. He always wanted to contaminate it with
his own interpretation and significance—the spirit within, he called
it, but it was only himself turned inside out.”

‘Are you allowed to smoke in here? This is a church, Patrissia.’
They both burst out laughing.

‘Oh, Lu, we don’t change, do wer’ said Patrissia as she walked to
the door to stub out the cigarette.

‘Do you miss him terribly?” said Lucinda gently, as Patrissia
returned and sat back down.

‘No, not really. I'll never forget him, and I’ll always be grateful to
him, but I didn’t love him. Johnny used to talk about the e/usive
connection, d’you remember? The love that remains when you strip
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away the gap between the artist and the work, when the subject and
the object are one and the same.’

“Yes, I remember. Didn’t he call it the efernal spirit?”

Patrissia smiled. “Yes. And he showed me that it was real, and that
it was possible. But I confused the medium with the message.” She
laughed. I forgot that the spirit was elusive, that I had to find it.
Instead, I tried to take the easy route, and I convinced myself that I
was in love with Aim. And when that didn’t work out, I blamed him.
It was the same with Marc. I just hadn’t been listening. Marc didn’t
love me. Had I died, he wouldn’t have come to the chapel. He
would have cancelled the meeting and gone to the pub.’

Lucinda put her hand on her arm. ‘And who says romance is
dead?’ She smiled her big smile.

Patrissia looked at her watch. No-one’s coming—no point in
hanging around. Thank you for staying with me, Lu, I really
appreciate it, especially after everything.’

‘Never mind that. You shouldn’t be alone, Trisha. Why don’t you
come back with me, you poor datling?’

Patrissia smiled. “You’re very kind, but I think I’ll go home. Can I
ring you tomorrow?’

‘Any time. Just call.”
T will.
Patrissia touched her throat as she started to rise from the chair.

Tve never seen you make the sign of the cross before,” said
Lucinda, surprised.

Patrissia laughed. No, and you never will. I was feeling for the
necklace I used to wear.’

‘You mean that beautiful rosary? What happened to it?’

T said goodbye to it at Marc’s funeral. As I stood at the grave it
suddenly felt wrong on me, and before I knew it I'd unclasped it
and thrown it on the coffin. Don’t ask me why. It seemed right. I
feel like a weight has gone.’

‘Good for you.” Lucinda squeezed her arm. “You needed closure.”

Yes, I know.’
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‘Call me if you need anything, won’t you? Anything at all.’

T will?

T almost forgot” Lucinda put a small, finely-engraved silver
cylinder in her hand. “Your lighter.”

‘Johnny gave me this,” said Patrissia, stroking the intertwined
initials.

‘Oh, of course!’

“You look surprised.’

‘I—well 1 had assumed it was a present from Jamie.” Lucinda
smiled almost guiltily. ‘I’ve been so silly.’

Patrissia kissed her cheek. ‘Me, too.’

*
Patrissia lingered by the door, watching Lucinda as she drove off,
and then turned for a last look at the chapel.
She jumped at a loud voice behind her.
‘Anybody ’erer’

It was Roy. ‘Hello, Trish, I didn’t mean to startle yer. Sorry I'm
late, the last job went on a bit” He peered round her into the
chapel. ‘Nobody turned up?’

Patrissia smiled. ‘Hello, Roy. Lucinda left just a minute ago. I was
just about to lock up.” He looked disappointed. I’'m sorry I didn’t
say goodbye to you and Magda at the funeral.’

‘S’OK Trish, you ’ad yer mind on more important things,” he said.
Then he jerked his head towards the chapel. “Tha’s it then, is it?’

T’'m afraid so, Roy.’

He stood nodding his head for a few seconds, then, perking up, ‘I
saw Jamie and Ciara yesterday. They’re movin’ to Sevenoaks. I'll be
doin’ the job. I ’ope the van’s big enough.’

‘Oh yes. Ciara told me they might be.’

“Yeah, she’s definitely in charge, if you ask me. They’re off on
"oliday next week—some place outside Rome. Sounds romantic.”
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“Very,” Patrissia agreed.
‘Er, Trish, can I say somethin’’

Patrissia locked the door, and patted her bag. ‘Of course, Roy.
What is it?’

T just wanted to say ’ow grateful I am for the meetin’s an’
everythin’. I never really got the God bit to be ’onest, but...well, I
just wanted to say thanks.’

Patrissia kissed his cheek. “That’s nice of you. I'll let you into a
secret—I never got the God bit, either. I've realised that I'm a
painter, not a story-teller. I know you’ll understand what I mean.’

Roy’s brow furrowed for a moment, then he let out a laugh. “Yeah,
Trish, I think so. You gotta keep yer eyes open, take things as they
come and don’t worry too much about where they’re goin’. See, I
did listen a bit.”

Patrissia joined in his laughter. “‘You’ll do all right, Roy.’

He shook her hand and turned to go. ‘Yeah, I reckon so. I'm
meetin’ Magda tonight. We’re gonna see—what’s-it-called?
Fitzcarraldo.’

‘Romance seems to be the order of the day,” she smiled. ‘Have
fun.’

‘Thanks, Trish, I will. Er, can I ask you a favour?’
‘Of course.”

‘Can I keep the book?’

‘What book?’

“This one.” He pulled a dusty copy of the blank book from his
pocket. ‘I found it on the floor after the last meetin’. I think it was
Marc’s.’

Patrissia hesitated for a moment, then smiled. ‘With pleasure. It’s
all yours, Roy. What’re you going to do with it?’

It’s jus’ to remind me. I might write some thoughts in it, if I ever
‘ave any worth writin’. It might take a while, though.” He smiled.
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*

As she closed her front door and turned towards the stairs,
Patrissia saw Marc’s Lachesis figure, as she did every day, and as
was becoming her ritual, she stood for a few seconds in front of it,
meditating.

What would Roy say about it? He wouldn’t bother trying to
understand the figure: no, no symbolism for him. He would simply
appreciate what he saw. ‘Nice bit of limestone’, he would have said.
‘Pity that seam’s a bit wonky’.

Her clothes suddenly felt too tight, and, continuing on to the
kitchen, she undid the top button of her blouse. Putting the heavy
bag of paints and materials on the big farmhouse table she flopped
into a chair, her eyes fixing on the large oval mirror that filled the
space between the two windows. She’d hung it the evening before,
after climbing up into her attic to dust off her battered old easel,
which she’d unfolded with difficulty and put in the light next to the

mirrot.

Absentmindedly, she continued to unbutton her blouse to the
waist then unzipped her skirt, standing up to let it fall to her feet.
She stepped out of it and circled the table towards the waiting
canvas.

*

‘We all know that art is not truth: art is a lie that makes us realise
the truth.’

‘Picasso’, she said aloud, smiling to herself as she recalled Johnny’s
emphatic quotation, reiterated many times in tutorials.

What truth had Picasso learned by painting Marie Thérese beside
her mirror? That she would commit suicide? Maybe, but what had
he gained from that knowledge? He’d had no remedy for the pain
he’d seen in her. She wondered whether Marc had realised any truth
when he was sculpting her. If he had, he’d kept it to himself.

Yet every portrait Picasso painted of himself, every hour he spent
knowing himself, revealed more of his own truth, a truth that
informed his life. That was what Marc should have done, what
Patrissia now had to do: to know herself as she truly was, without
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diffidence, without airs and graces, without interpretation. She
would paint that ineradicable truth. Each defect, each beauty, no
matter how slight, would be captured and defined.

Pouring some turps into a mug, she peeled the plastic off the
heads of the brushes, spread dots of pigment indiscriminately over
her palette and immediately began to daub the canvas, accenting the
lean angles of her shoulders and weightless arms, her sharp elbows,
and the curved small of her back. Then she started to indicate the
weave of her skin, the gap between the jut of her nose as it
overhung the curve of her upper lip, and the dark coil of her ear,
half hidden under her hair.

Stepping back, she examined herself in the oval mirror through
half-closed eyes, inspecting the smooth wrapping of light that
evened out the tones of her skin, reading her own expression as if
dowsing for a natural seam of water under impermeable rock,
looking for the wave rising out of her. She studied her neck like a
surgeon gloving up to make a difficult incision on a dying patient.
The skin was not so much loose as loosening, not so much rough as
not-quite-smooth.

She painted it as she would a familiar mountain whose solidity had
been redistributed by the light of sunrise on its twisting paths,
observing and replicating every miniscule crease with a mixture of
awe and incomprehension. She felt like a spring pouring upwards
from the earth, bringing with it the long-buried essences of the
bedrock below. This wasn’t speaking from her heart, this was her
heart.

As she worked, the planes of her face began to tighten, a
mesmerising tornado of angles and sharp curves. Bright slashes of
light straggled over a high cheekbone, and traversing an eyelid,
swooped around the socket of her eye, then traced her lip and
caressed the bolstered roundness of her left breast. Her bra strap
had slipped half way down her arm: she painted it in, a loose elastic
line, the torn petal of a ragged bloom.

At last she laid her palette and brush carefully aside. There she
was, looking defiantly over her shoulder into the mirror and, behind
her, her unflinching reflection stared back at her, eye to eye.
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But the reflection was of Claudia’s face—Claudia, the one person
she knew who had accepted the necessary pain and loneliness and
had found that magnificently incomprehensible connection that so
many sought. And around her neck was the rosary, the symbol of all
her prayers. At Patrissia’s throat there was only her hand, resting
gently, without constriction.

Johnny would have said at this moment, ‘You are the object of this
glorions endeavour, but what is your subject? All subjects are
immaterial. Examine the object with your spiritual eye, and the subject
will appear. The last look, the last touch, the last whisper...In the end
the veil will lift, the memories will no longer be needed, and we will be
at one with the unconquerable spirit.”

She moved forward and crouched in front of the canvas, tilting her
head to follow the intricate paths and shadowed ridges that criss-
crossed and wrapped themselves like necklaces of stars around the
slender forms she had painted, figure and reflection entwined in
waves of light.

The End.
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