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   This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.


  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the
  emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.


  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters
  of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which
  have been out of print for decades.


  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally
  ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. 


  


  The Murder Room


  Where Criminal Minds Meet


  


  themurderroom.com





  Partial Eclipse


  Lesley Glaister


  [image: ]





  Contents


  Cover


  The Murder Room Introduction


  Title Page


  


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  Chapter Ten


  Chapter Eleven


  Chapter Twelve


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Outro


  By Lesley Glaister


  Dedication


  About the Author


  Copyright





  Chapter One


  A GROCERS SHOP


  Someone is watching me.


  Eyes seen through a slit are never kind eyes. What I would see if I could be bothered to look up would be like a rectangle snipped from a face. An identikit strip  eyebrows, eyes, bridge
  of nose, glasses perhaps. Eyes seen like this are cold eyes, mean. Take the roundest, bluest, kindest eyes and view them through a slot from inside a cell and they will seem cruel. Be cruel. God, I
  could do with a smoke.


  Slap and the slot closes. And there is the tickle of the key. Reminds me of a letter-flap. Slip slap letters on the mat. Cards at Christmas and parcels. The postman called in the afternoons on
  the special days before Christmas, laden down with good things: robins, snowmen, chocolate, scent.


  No letters for me in here, however. And I have no idea of the time. The last meal was, I think, tea. Grey soup, white bread, grey apple pulp between two pastry squares. A cup of lukewarm tea.
  Sometimes I think they spit in it. After every meal I vow to starve myself. But there is simply nothing to do and eating  even this colourless crap  is something to do.


  I call them meals! I dream about proper food: breakfast, lunch, dinner. Hot toast with the butter dripping off in yellow rivulets, chocolate cake, strawberries and clotted cream. Afternoon tea
  on Sundays after a roast lunch. Meal meant something special. He asked me out for a meal, candle-light and whipped cream and silver forks glinting.


  Nothing glints in here, nothing glistens or glows. The light is dim. It is never dark and never light, only dim. Perpetually dusk, perpetually the moment before youd draw the curtains,
  bank up the fire, flood the room with light.


  I think I do deserve it. Or what I did deserves it. I am doubly imprisoned: seven days solitary for my outburst. Its only fair. I cant complain. I am alive and I am fed and
  clothed  though this canvas dress I have to wear is hardly flattering. No one to see me though. Just the eyes through the slot. I have a bucket and the air in here is acrid and it is not
  just my smell. There is an accumulated smell of despair, of desolation.


  I have been here before. Why, Jennifer? the prison shrink says, all sad and disappointed eyes. Why can you not behave? Youre only punishing yourself.
  And I know that, so I turn my eyes away from the silly cow and wait for her to go.


  The walls are the same colour as the floor. That is the worst of it. What I would not give for a splash of brightness. But it is all somewhere between grey and beige, a fungal colour, and so is
  my dress and so is the food and so is my skin in the dimness. Women bite themselves. Bite their arms until they bleed. Self-mutilation, evidence of deep disturbance. Perhaps they simply want to see
  some colour, the bright luxurious glossy red of blood.


  But I could never hurt myself. Strange how I hate violence. Strange I mean that I hate violence. I could never bite my arm to see the blood flowering. No, I could not.


  I read English at the University of Essex. I didnt finish my degree. I sometimes wish I had finished. It would be something to have achieved. I would have been
  something. Been a Bachelor of Arts as well as, perhaps instead of, what I am.


  Mama took me away for Christmas when I was in my second year. To a hotel in Scotland: Pitlochry. We travelled by coach. The wheels shushed along the motorway, through pouring rain, and even at
  midday it was almost dark, with sharp reflected flakes of light thrown up from the wetness, glittering on the windows.


  Mama was dressed up. She wore a soft blue fuzzy hat, doughnut shaped on her soft grey fuzzy hair, and pink lipstick that had spidered into the lines around her mouth. She had her embroidery on
  her lap. She was making a sampler, embroidered sprigs of herbs surrounding the words Better is a dinner of herbs where love is, than a stalled ox and . . . and then a space. She had
  planned to fill the space on this journey, but the motion of the coach and the cigarette smoke drifting forward from the back seats made her feel sick, so she put her sewing away and closed her
  eyes instead.


  After Bob, my grandfather, had died, eight years before, Mama and I had made samplers. It was the first thing wed done together. We grew closer for a short time that year, when I was
  thirteen, drawn by the new television into the same room, drawn by loss into a new need. We sat on the sofa and stitched side by side. Mamas first sampler was a picture of us: a grey-haired
  woman, a little girl with long pigtails and two bright blue cross-stitch eyes, and Bob  who was a naturist  in pink, silky thread with a lupin growing discreetly in front of him. We
  all stood in front of a symmetrical red-roofed house; there were roses round the door; the sun was in the sky and little Vs of birds flew by. Underneath it said: Robert Windsor Maybee
  1.12.189730.6.71. My own sampler was chaotic. I have never been any good at fiddly, finicky things. The material Mama gave me started off a crisp pale yellow, though it was grey and
  limp by the time Id finished with it. I had stitched a bonfire because the red, orange and yellow silks in Mamas work-box were so beautiful and reminded me of flames. The fire could
  have been anything. It looked more like a crazy flower, the flames stiff as petals, the material pulled askew where I had dragged the thread too tight across the back, too lazy to cut it off.
  Remember, Remember was all Id embroidered underneath, instead of the whole bonfire rhyme, because I was fed up with it by then.


  Whod have thought it? Mama suddenly said.


  Id been gazing at the dull greenness that had risen into hills. The raindrops jiggled and streaked down the glass.


  What?


  Us. Off for Christmas. And to an hotel.


  Mmmm.


  Not stayed in an hotel since . . . Her memory failed her.


  Did you and Bob? I cant imagine Bob . . .


  Honeymoon. She smiled reminiscently.


  I laughed at the thought of my grandfather as a honeymooner.


  A naturist hotel.


  But of course. I closed my eyes against the memory of Bob and the hideous embarrassment of his naked body. Were you in love? I asked.


  Yes. Very much.


  Was it a naturist wedding?


  All these questions! You know very well it wasnt.


  And she was right. There had been almost no photographs in our house, but I do remember one, a wedding photo framed in rippled walnut on their bedroom wall. Mama and Bob, young and strange. Bob,
  handsome but for a certain look, a look that hardened over the years until it became the shape of his head, his whole attitude. And Mama, startlingly girlish with fine bones and eyes, a soft young
  hand on Bobs arm, a white bird against the black sleeve. Her hands were in her lap now, clutching and fidgeting with her handbag strap. They were broad hands, made coarse and stubby with the
  years, veins risen like soft blue worms on their backs.


  How I crave softness now that all is hard. Here, alone, I touch my own breasts. They are miraculously cool and soft against my hands, the nipples like the blunt noses of docile
  pets. The pleasure is all in my hands as if they were not my breasts at all.


    The hotel was what Bob would have called genteel in a tone of voice midway between admiration and scorn. It was built like a castle, set back from the road down a sweeping drive
  between dark shrubs and trees. The lighting  it was after dark when we arrived, late afternoon on Christmas Eve  was discreet, puddled gold on the thick carpets, drizzling finely from
  the Christmas tree, a tree all forest green and silver. No lovely tasteless, meaningful tat. No fairy on the top, but a tailored silver bow.


  Mama was servile before the servile porter. They were almost competitively deferential and I had to insist that she allow the porter to lug our cases upstairs.


  In our room was a Christmas card from the management  sheep lit to a dusky apricot by a low winter sun. It invited us to a festive sherry reception in the lobby at 7 p.m.


  Mama raised her shoulders in anticipation. She removed her hat, smoothing down her wispy perm.


  Isnt it lovely, Jenny? she asked, anxious that I should be pleased, grateful, impressed.


  I sat on the edge of my bed, bounced a bit to test the springs. Yes, I agreed. Lovely.


  She found the bathroom. Look! Little soaps . . . little bubble baths . . . little shower caps!


  Why not have a bath? I suggested. Theres time before seven.


  Oooh, I couldnt.


  I shrugged. I would not be irritated. This was her attempt, brave attempt, to make things good for Christmas. The truth is, it had never been right at home since Bob died. Seven Christmases
  where no matter how we arranged the table there was still a gap. And now Auntie May had died, at 106, a brown and shrunken relic of herself, and Christmas with only the two of us was too much to
  contemplate.


  Yes. It is like touching someone elses breasts. I have nothing soft to wear. This garment  strong-dress, shift  is stiff canvas, ugly. It chafes my
  armpits. The ends of my fingers are soft and blunt. They clip your nails in here, if you do not bite them yourself, snip and snip them down hard so there is no scratching edge. It feels so
  childish. We line up, hold out our hands. And along the warder goes with the clippers, clipping so low it snags the cuticles, clipping even nails already bitten to nothing, like mine. With no edge,
  my finger ends feel blunt and numb as rubbers on the end of pencils. Neat pink stubs.


  Possibly it is the loss of control that is worse than the loss of freedom. And the loss of privacy. Oh you might think Im private enough here, in this grey box. But at any moment the slot
  can open and the rectangular eyes stare in. It is not a communicative look. It is all one way.


  I caught his eye over the sherry. Or he caught mine. Our eyes met, anyway. At first I didnt notice his wife and child. Our eyes met and there was such a warmth flowing
  from him that I smiled, a real, budding, blooming, flower of a smile. And then Mama spoke and I turned away. But as I listened to Mama I could feel his eyes on me still, feel the warmth across my
  shoulders, trickling down my back. A waiter circulated with bright things in aspic on a silver tray. Mama was ecstatic at the beauty of the food: pink shrimps like babies fingers, asparagus
  tips and tiny fish all glowing under their viscous aspic skin.


  Dont ruin your appetite though, she warned.


  We had yet to be introduced, and the room was full of shy couples and groups and one ostentatiously lone woman, tall and grey-haired in a floor-length kaftan encrusted with strange designs. I
  looked round for the man. He was deep in conversation with the woman beside him, a beautiful woman, his wife. But when he felt my eyes on him, he turned and once again there was this tangible
  warmth. Beside him a small snotty girl with a teddy under her arm pulled at his sleeve. Da-ad. He spoke to her distractedly, hardly breaking the look between us that was like some
  sort of gravitational pull, something irresistible, inevitable. I studied him. His hair was brown, thinning, pushed back from his face. He had a clipped beard, dark with two badgerish grey streaks.
  He was old around his eyes, much older than me. The beautiful womans look broke my own. Her eyes met mine and she smiled quizzically. She had a neck like a stem and hair piled high and soft,
  blue-black hair, black eyes, a rose-brown skin.


  Dinner was called and Mama and I took our places at a small table by the door. The lone woman had an even smaller table beside us.


  Poor thing, Mama whispered. All alone on Christmas Eve. What do you suppose shes got on her frock?


  No idea, I said.


  The man and his family were across the dining room by the window. The electric light was low, and red candles with holly leaf bases were all lit so that the room was suffused with a wavery waxy
  light. The man had his back to me and I quenched a flicker of disappointment. He wore a fair-isle sweater and his hair curled over the neck of it, a bit unkempt. He was not as well groomed as his
  wife. The child had blue patches under her eyes, a tired fractious child who should have been in bed. I caught her voice now and then throughout the meal in little whining snatches.


  Mama read the menu. Exquisite calligraphy, she remarked. Prawn cocktail, chicken goujons or melon balls. What, do you suppose, is a goujon?


  Excuse me, said the lone woman, leaning towards us. Excuse me, but might I peruse your menu? After you, of course.


  Of course, I said.


  The same old story, she continued in a voice both husky and loud. A woman alone, shoved at a rickety table in a draught. Look! She wobbled the table to demonstrate
  its ricketiness so that the glasses slid and the candle tilted perilously.


  Shocking, Mama agreed.


  I got up and handed the woman the menu. Ursula, she said. Ursula Glass. How do you do?


  Well, thanks, I replied. Im Jenny and this is my grandmother.


  Lilian, Mama added. She was looking curiously at Ursulas kaftan.


  Marine artefacts, Ursula explained. She rose from her chair, wobbling the table again so that the candle actually tipped and singed the edge of her fan-folded paper napkin. She
  approached our table and displayed the seashells, the desiccated starfish and sea-horses. I caught a whiff of rotting seaweed. Appliqu sauvage, I call it.


  Very effective. I could see Mamas thoughts running ahead. She loved a new idea. Once, in a mosaic phase, she had smashed most of her perfectly good china to add
  their fragments to her teapot stands and lamp bases. Why not join us, Mama said. Theres plenty of room. And you shouldnt be alone, not on Christmas Eve.
  Wed love you to join us, wouldnt we, Jenny?


  Yes, I said. It was nice to see Mama so animated. A waiter reorganized us and Ursula sat down, shifting about until shed arranged the kaftan so there were no shells sticking
  into her.


  The beautiful woman was sipping something sparkling. She wore a plain black sweater just low enough to show the moulding of her collarbones, a shadowy hollow in between. The man reached across
  the table and touched her cheek and I looked away.


  Every morning, when they have taken away the stinking mattress and blanket, I suck the skin of my inner arm, the whitest tenderest part. I suck until I make a mark  a
  love-bite. It is hard to do, there, near the crook of my elbow, because the veins are so far beneath the surface. But I suck until there is a small risen oval of skin prickled red with broken
  capillaries. There is no love involved. This is simply a method of recording the passage of time. Otherwise, with the sameish meals and the utterly sameish pattern, the patternless days, I might
  lose count, lose my bearings, they might trick me. And that is my fear. The light is always the same, grim grey, as if light itself could be grimy and stale. It is mean.


  There are two lozenges on my arm, my calendar. One dull speckled red  todays  the other one a soft purple, edged with maroon. So I lied when I said there was no colour. I
  have colourful bruises too. One on my shin, a ragged, pleasing bruise, blue and purple, grey where it fades at the edges into the unstained skin. It has the look of a mountain range, far off and
  clouded. When there are seven love-bites lined up on my arm they should release me into a place where at least there is light, where there are faces, and work to do. Where there is a soothing
  childish rhythm. Bedtime at eight. Get up at six. Early to bed, early to rise. And I am healthy. Scarcely wealthy. But certainly I am not wise. Else what am I doing in solitary? It is not the first
  time. Oh what I would not do for a smoke.


  I asked to be transferred to the garden. I asked several times. It seemed quite reasonable to me. Id been behaving. Ill make a note of your request, they said, or,
  Ill take it up with the governor. But nothing ever happened, never another word. So I played up, didnt I. I caused a rumpus in the cutting room, waving scissors about,
  shouting, swearing. I wouldnt have done anything with the scissors, wouldnt have dared, had no wish to hurt. But they didnt know that. I did get a change of scene. I
  got banged up with my own sweet self for company. And I did get a change when I emerged, pale as a mushroom from the dimness. I got switched to stitching teddy bears. Soft option you might think,
  stitching the pieces ready for stuffing, but the wisps of fur fabric get up your nose, you can choke to death on all the bloody softness. At night, when you pick your nose you find it clogged with
  wisps of fur, brown and golden, sometimes pink or blue. So I did it again. Most unwisely. Chucked a sewing machine at a screw, or tried to, too heavy, bolted to the table, bolted to the floor. So I
  did my stuff again, wishing I wasnt, heart not even in it as I shouted and fought. And got slammed back in here. Where I stay, for seven days, with my loneliness.


    Ursula had never married, she said, but she had walked the length and breadth of France. She had never married but that did not mean she had not known love. She told us
  this in a loud, intimate whisper, between the Boeuf en crote and the seasonal spiced ice-cream. As well as the sherry we had shared a bottle of wine, and it had gone abruptly to
  Mamas head.


  I loved Bob, she objected, and married him.


  Ursula swallowed the last of her wine. But love that is given in freedom, snatched by the wayside, so to speak, her long nose was tinged red and the candle-flames danced in the
  lenses of her spectacles, that has the flavour of wild game compared to, say, frozen chicken.


  Mamas lips tightened.


  Bob was no frozen chicken, I defended, remembering his bony, bruisy shins.


  Oh, my dears, never for a moment did I mean to suggest . . . she caught hold of one of Mamas hands, and smiled roguishly at me, its this dreadful old tongue of
  mine. How it does run away with me . . .


  Thats quite all right, Mama said, withdrawing her hand and tasting the ice-cream which had arrived in front of her. Cinnamon, she remarked, as if that was an
  end of the matter.


  This is our first Christmas away from home, I said.


  I always hotel, Ursula said. No family, no shortage of pennies. Best option. Usually strike up with someone. She looked almost coyly at Mama.


  We finished our ice-cream in silence. I looked across at the man, saw him stretch, smooth his hair back from his forehead, his fingers meeting at the back of his neck. A restless man. His wife
  was wiping the childs nose.


  After dinner, we gathered round the Christmas tree in the lounge with coffee and brandy and truffles like miniature Christmas puddings and joined the staff in singing carols. Mama and Ursula
  were both quite drunk and their voices rose in a bright and warbly unison above the rest.


  I felt rather than saw the man enter the room. He approached and sat on the arm of the sofa beside me. There were other empty seats he could have chosen. We were singing Good King
  Wenceslas, and he joined in unaffectedly.


  Im Tom, he said, leaning towards me when the carol had finished. Funny how few of the words of these bloody things we actually turn out to know. I smiled, it
  was true, the collective diction had become very vague towards the end.


  I introduced myself and Mama and Ursula before we launched into The Twelve Days of Christmas. During the singing of this I felt a warmth all down my right side. He was not touching
  me but there was a warmth flowing from him into me. I could not look at him. He leant further towards me as the ten lords leapt.


  My wife is putting our daughter to bed, he whispered, with brandy-flavoured breath. And then, Theres a new moon.


  I followed him out of the lounge, aware of Mamas eyes on my back.


  Stuffy in there, I said.


  Come outside.


  We went out through reception, past the Christmas tree and into the clear cold dark. The rain has stopped, I remarked.


  Look at the stars and the sly moon, see how he smiles at you.


  She, I said, the moons a she.


  Of course.


  I tilted my head back. Pines like black feathers stirred against the sky. The strains of Silent Night drifted out. I shivered.


  I cannot bear it, he said.


  What?


  Christmas. And then he kissed me. I was not ready  though what did I expect? Why else did I follow him out? He kissed me experimentally one, two, three times and when I did
  not object, took me in his arms, pulled me tight against his soft sweater and kissed me deeply. I had never been kissed by a man with a beard before. It was a warm oaty scrunch against my face, his
  tongue slipped between my lips and I tasted the brandy.


  There is a way of kissing that I do here. I close my thumb against my hand and lick the join until it is slippery as lips. Then I kiss it, smother it with my lips, force my
  tongue into the gap, taste the saltiness of my own skin.


  I learned to kiss with my friend Susan. One day we were walking along in the snow, talking about boys. We stopped to print the delicate snowy hedge tops with kisses. I closed my eyes and pressed
  my lips into the powdery cold, licked a curl on to my tongue. We walked in a passage at the backs of the houses where the snow was undisturbed. It creaked under the soles of our Wellington
  boots.


  Im dreading it, she said. Actually kissing a boy on his actual lips.


  So am I.


  We could practise. She looked at me out of the corner of her eye. Her skin was flushed from the cold, her fair curls stuck out round the edges of her blue woollen hat.


  Together you mean? Us?


  I looked away. I had had a friend called Bronwyn who had gone away, and now Susan was my friend. Bronwyn had talked about sex, maybe even done it, although she was only the same age as me. Her
  bosoms had been massive, serious things and I had shied away from the sweaty bacon smell. But Susan was light, slight and wholesome. She smelled of the cachous and Parma Violet sweets we liked to
  suck.


  After all we are thirteen, she said. It wont be all that long till the real thing.


  No.


  So shall we? Lets go back to mine.


  Susans baby brother was sitting in his high chair gnawing a rusk. Her mother was painting a door-frame. Mind the paint, she said. Leave your boots in the
  kitchen. We pulled each others boots off and our socks came with them and little worms of grubby snow fell out of the treads. We took some apples up to Susans bedroom. The
  stairs were strewn with bright toys. It was a warm messy house, smelling of coffee and wet paint.


  Well, there are two types, Susan said, closing the door. Theres the ordinary kiss on the cheek, we neednt bother with that. Then theres the French kiss,
  the sex one. Its that one Im worried about.


  How do you mean?


  Open or closed mouth? How wet? How long? Are you supposed to hold your breath or breathe at the same time? Where do you put your nose?


  We bit into our apples, considering. You havent got anything? she asked. No germs or anything.


  No.


  All right then. We put our apples down on the bed. She was wearing a pink angora sweater. The little white fibres stood out round her shoulders like a halo.


  Sitting or standing?


  Standing. I stood up. I was slightly taller. I put my hands on the light ridges of her shoulder-blades. Ready? I asked. She nodded and we pressed our lips together.
  It was hard and dry. She stepped back. I closed my eyes, did you? I hadnt and had watched her two closed eyelids merge into one.


  Lets try with open mouths, I suggested.


  So we tried again and this time I tasted the babyish apple taste of the inside of her mouth. I felt the little fish of her own flickering tongue tasting me. I felt a terrible fierce joy at the
  beating of her heart through the pink angora. We squeezed hard together for a moment and then she pulled away.


  Well I think that was right, she said, looking down. She brushed some stray angora hairs off her black trousers. Lets ask Mum if we can make some popcorn.


    Here there is room for memory. There is only memory, imagination and me and the walls of this room. Look at me. Look at my legs. The hairs on my legs are brown and long. My
  pubic hair is lighter brown. It is neat and discreet hair, a curly muff. Under my arms the hair is the same colour but straighter. I do not like this hair, it is like the shaggy moss that grows
  under the arms of trees in dismal places. Soon as I can Ill shave it off, shave my legs too. I do not shave my arms although some women do. It is only a light fluff. If I hold my arm up to
  the light I see the little hairs standing up, fine, some long, some short. The hair on my head is brown and short but it is not real to me now because I cannot see it, only feel how greasy it is.
  Oh I must look such a sight! They cut your finger-nails but not your toe-nails. Mine are yellowish and curved over the ends of my toes. Underneath them are little slivers of dirt that smell of
  cheese. Smell is something you get more of here. Less to look at, hear, touch, taste  but there is an entire repertoire of smells, and all my own. I have never learned them before because on
  the outside, with the other senses so bombarded, the important thing is not to smell. Not to smell real, that is. You can smell of some floral squirt, talcum powder, thick, pink caked
  soap.


  Now I have identified a catalogue of smells. Beautiful. Mine. The longer I am here, the smellier I am and the richer. There are the obvious smells of shit and pee. The smells of fear and shame.
  But fresh urine has a bright pear drop smell. And shit, if you can evaluate the smell without prejudice, is not necessarily bad. Variable, of course, depending on diet. Not so variable here. But it
  is a brown smell of animals, leaves, earth. The smell of decomposition which is part of the cycle of life. I cannot pretend I would not love to bathe in fragrant bubbles, rub a fat cake of scented
  soap between my hands. But I do appreciate what I have.


  Between my legs the smell is complex. I touch myself, of course I do, for acute sensation. What do they expect me to do in here? And my fingers smell of the seaside, a weedy smell, salty,
  frondy. Under my arms the sweat has dried to ginger, my feet smell of cheese, my skin tastes of fish and salt and yeast. Oh I am so rich in perfume! I am a grocers shop, a Christmas hamper.
  I could eat myself for lunch. Oh Christ but I am bored.


  Christmas Day. The child carried a new doll, along with her old bear. It was balding and tufts of stuffing leaked from its paws because she chewed its paws and ears. She was
  not a small child, but she chewed her bear, just like a baby, there in front of everybody. She was the only child in the hotel and everyone made a fuss of her, little pet, little petulant reminder
  of what Christmas is really about. Whats Christmas without kiddies? people kept repeating, all over Christmas, eyes poached with booze, voices sentimentally slurred.


  The wife wore a snow-white sweater and tight black trousers. Her teeth and the whites of her eyes were as bright white as the sweater, diamonds glittered from her ear-lobes. She was utterly,
  boringly, magazine-cover beautiful. The beauty was not inherited by the child, unless she intended to save it for an ugly duckling routine. She was a plain, snotty, toothy child gnawing endlessly
  on her bear, or if not, whining.


  Tom wore a dark red shirt, it looked like silk, and a black waistcoat and jeans. From the pocket of his waistcoat poked the corner of a red handkerchief. He looked preposterously sexy 
  and he looked at me. When he looked my lips parted involuntarily, just as they had parted at the pressure of his lips, at the movement of his tongue.


  We sat around the tree at noon sipping champagne cocktails and awaiting our gifts from Mary Christmas, a sort of seasonal bunny girl in red fish-net tights. The child helped to distribute the
  gifts, tripping and graceless and flushed with importance. Mama and I got identical manicure sets and Ursula, a powder compact with a mirror in the lid. Today she wore a hand-woven two-piece
   hand-woven by herself, from wool collected off barbed wire fences blended with combings from her late ginger tom. In the unusual handicraft stakes, poor Mama had met her match.


  There were others too, of course, a hotel full of them, Christmas refugees. There was a pale family beside us, all had beige skin and hair: two similar, if not entirely interchangeable, women; a
  man and two girls of about twenty. All of them wore glasses. They muttered among themselves like people from another planet and were hardly ever seen to separate. Girls your own age,
  Mama had said on catching sight of them, but even she could see that they were hopeless.


  Mama had been stiff with me that morning. We had exchanged our gifts  a red hand-knit cardigan and a golden fish for my charm-bracelet for me; a book on dcoupage for her
   without the customary pretence of surprise or joy. Where had I been? shed asked. Shed seen me slope off with that dark womans husband in the middle of the carols
   as, by the way, had everyone else  and then what? Then where had I been? She hoped I wasnt sliding off the rails.


  Fresh air, was all that I would say.


  I had lain awake for hours between the stiff white hotel sheets remembering every touch, every kiss, every word.


  So attractive, he had breathed. Ive never been so utterly, so quickly, so overwhelmingly attracted.


  I had lain awake tingling and trembling with longing. Tomorrow, he had said, the last word before wed parted. Tomorrow, he had murmured into my mouth and I had
  swallowed his promise whole.


  I suppose youre an adult, Mama had said suddenly, long after I had supposed her asleep. I suppose I must trust that you know what youre doing. Jenny, tell me
  its not what it seems.


  In the darkness I smiled. It was exactly what it seemed. I turned over in bed to avoid the question that hovered like a mosquito over my bed. And between the stars, sailing past the
  smiling moon went Father Christmas with his sack of promises. But it was not a stocking full of gifts I wished for as I closed my eyes.


  Later, when Mama was at last gently snoring, I went into the bathroom to look in the mirror. In the artificial light I was pallid. My hair was brown and ordinary. My eyes were clear but not
  spectacular. My mouth was small, my nose was straight. Overwhelmingly attractive, I whispered. I pressed my lips to the mirror and left a kiss print in a smudge of cloud.
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