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One


The High Fells of West Durham, 1958


It always snows in February in Durham. The people there have a tendency to think that if they’ve got nicely through the New Year and had a mild January they’re home and dry, about to hit spring without any problem, and then down it comes, usually about Valentine’s Day. The old farmers call it lambing storms because it always seems to coincide with that most difficult time so that the lambs don’t get dried off properly. Sometimes they have to be dug out of snow drifts.


The snowdrops are already providing enough white under the trees and the daffodils have been unwise enough to come several inches through the ground and then the north wind sends the snow horizontally across the high fells. And it’s magic.


The stone-wall tops are like iced buns, the house roofs give Hansel and Gretel a run for their money, the bairns sledge down the Store Bank and snowmen appear in all the gardens. There are days off school if the snow becomes three or four inches deep and people try not to get to work so that they can sit over the fire and eat buttered toast and watch films on television in the afternoons, John Wayne saving the world from Red Indians or Germans. In the winter afternoons the darkness comes down fast and there is plenty of excuse to shut out the cold night and the draughts which try to creep in past the wooden windows.


It is a scarred land. Little pit villages grew there quickly in the mid-eighteen hundreds and although a great deal of money was made out of coal there are few signs of it here but it is beautiful too. On the very edge of the Durham coalfield, just before you plunge into the glories of the Durham dales, there is a little town which came into being in 1840 and there men mined coal from small pits just beyond the village.


Rosalind West’s family had been there from the beginning. They were not prosperous like the big coal-owners over on the coast but they made a living from it. By 1958 the coal was mostly gone or too costly to get out of the ground and her father was too old to move and start again even if he had thought of such a thing, which he never did.


Leonard West would not even spend a night away from the place he loved so much, her mother had to go on holiday (when she went, which wasn’t often) with her Auntie Eileen. Rosalind didn’t feel like that, she had been here for the whole twenty-four years of her life and she was desperate to get away.


One morning early in the year Rosalind looked out of the big bay window of her parents’ sitting room and gazed across the garden. The bungalow was set high up on the very edge of the village. It had been a field before her father bought it and built on it and it had big gardens around it and a view way across the fields from the front bedrooms and the sitting room.


To the right were more fields, to the bottom the football field, to the left the house where the local doctors lived and their surgery and more houses and the Mechanics’ Institute and then the sprawling of the small pit town where people like her father had made their living. It was no longer the thriving town it had been at the beginning of the century.


The tennis courts at the bottom of Ironworks Road below the Store Bank were neglected and knee high with grass. Few miners were to be seen coming home from work at teatime any more.


Three council estates had been built for the men coming back after the end of the Second World War and there was new housing but mostly people moved away to work or travelled. The steelworks was still going and employed sixty men and the house where the owner lived was just beyond Rosalind’s own, she could see from the window his children making a huge snowball on the lawn and the evergreen trees at the bottom of his garden were clothed in snow.


On Saturday nights there was little entertainment beyond dances in the Institute, the boys fighting outside, the girls egging them on with screams and laughter, broken bottles and sometimes the police. It gave the older people something to grumble about, the way that the music had gone on and on much too loudly and how the young people of today would never have survived a war as their generation had. Nobody was grateful for the freedom which had been achieved. Nobody cared any more.


The crazy-paving patio where her mother sat and sewed in the summer while her father gardened was also covered in several inches of snow and from there the garden fell away sharply. At the bottom, where the beech trees made a perfect windbreak across the lawns, little drifts had played into spirals.


Beyond that she could see down the valley to the big sheds of the steelworks, the council estate beyond the football field, the outskirts of the village marked by a few trees and then the fields going on and on. On a good day, it was said, you could see to Yorkshire but she was irritated with it. She wanted to go much further than Yorkshire.


She was bored here. She felt it to be a small life. Her parents seemed to have settled for it and were content with their small circle of friends. Her mother ran a sewing circle, her father drove a few miles most evenings to a pub in the country and had a couple of pints and came home. She could see herself, if she stayed here, marrying somebody very like her father and living the same kind of existence and there was a world beyond it which she was quite desperate to be a part of.


As she sat on her mother’s well-upholstered flowered sofa her father came through from the back of the house. He was a tall, lean man, given of late to wearing cardigans, which made him look longer and thinner than he was. She had always adored him. Recently he had aged a great deal and she knew that they had financial problems. The lines of worry were etched on his face.


The Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, would soon tell people they had never had it so good but it wasn’t true around here, there had been a lot better times for her family and for many others before the pits were worked up. Fifty years ago had been the heyday in Durham. Now pits were closing and people found that they must move away from the communities they had lived in all their lives, some from their families and go to new places in search of work. Many of them went south and that was exactly what she wanted to do.


Her father smiled patiently at her as she waved the letter. That single sheet of paper spelled her freedom.


‘It’s a letter from the motor company in London. I got the job.’


‘I knew you would,’ he said and she could see him holding the expression on his face so that she would not see the disappointment. He wanted her to be happy but he didn’t want her to leave. He wanted them to stay there and for life to go on but as it had gone on when she was a little girl and had gone to the small private school three miles into the dale, when he had had plenty of work and they had been relatively prosperous and he had not been fifty and realized that he would never gain the success which she felt sure he had wanted so keenly when he had been younger.


‘I’m so excited.’


‘Your mother doesn’t want you to go,’ he said.


‘And you?’


‘Can’t wait to get rid of you.’


She had to stop herself from getting up and flinging herself at him. When she had been a small child he would throw her up to the ceiling and catch her when she came down. He had been busy then. Now he kept himself busy, in the garden, at the house. He went to work less and less.


‘She wants me to marry Edward Holmes,’ Ros said.


‘He is the bank manager’s son,’ her father pointed out. He never made fun of his wife but her social ambitions were trying for him. ‘He is also about to become a dentist.’


‘He’s very nice,’ Ros said.


‘That’s what you have said about every eligible young man for miles,’ her mother said from the doorway.


Ros looked apologetically at her and waved the letter. ‘It’s a good job with the Doxbridge Motor Company.’


‘London is no place for decent girls to be alone,’ her mother said. ‘Where would you live?’


‘I could stay in a B and B until I find a room.’


The excitement of having a place of her own, however small, and a job in a big city carried her through her mother’s disapproval and her father’s disappointment.


‘And it’s good money,’ she said.


‘That sort of money won’t keep you well in London,’ her mother said as though she knew. ‘And there are teddy boys.’ She shuddered. ‘People are attacked and the walls are all written on and there are riots. Why you can’t find a nice man, get married, settle down and have a family like other girls do I can’t imagine. You’ve had half a dozen offers.’


She hadn’t. There had been three and she had felt not a spark of excitement over any of them but she knew that her parents’ fear was that she would stay in London. She was their only child and effectively they would lose her. She wished in one way that she could be satisfied with what they wanted for her but she knew that she couldn’t be, that if she stayed here she would grow to resent them and the rest of her life.


‘London is dirty and noisy and nobody knows anybody’s name. Southerners don’t even speak to their neighbours,’ her mother said. ‘You’ll wish you hadn’t gone five minutes after you get there. You’ll be all by yourself in some nasty little room and you’ll be living off tea and bread buns. They’ll work you to death for a pittance and you’ll be treated like a skivvy.’


Her father saw her off at the station some weeks later. Her mother would not come and had stood tearfully by the door of the house as they drove away. Leaving was hard. At that point she would have given anything to go back and when she had to get on to the train she faltered. Her father got on with her and stowed her luggage and then he kissed her and got off the train, waving her out of sight but ten minutes later she was already glad she had left and by the time she reached King’s Cross some three hours later she wanted never to go back home. London beckoned and all the excitement.


On the first day of her new job she felt sick with apprehension. All she knew was that she was to be secretary to their chief designer. The interview had taken place in a hotel. She had not been to the large and splendid offices of the Doxbridge Motor Company in south London. It was modem, all glass and bricks, and everything about it spelled money and success.


She was walked down the corridor to meet her new boss by the chairman’s secretary, a young woman of about her own age called Bernice Fortune, to whom she had spoken over the telephone and who was putting her up in her bay-windowed terraced house just until Rosalind found somewhere to live. She said she didn’t think Rosalind ought to stay in a bed and breakfast by herself and although Rosalind could hear echoes of her mother she liked Bernice and it was very pleasant not to be by herself when she didn’t know anybody.


Bernice lived alone and Rosalind thought it must be wonderful to have a house which was yours and Bernice had a top job with the company and was inclined to sing its praises and Rosalind was very proud to know her and to see how other young women could succeed in the city.


Rosalind could not help admiring her fashionable look, formal for work, a two-piece suit with cream, brown and green squares, the top sleeveless because the building was so warm, falling to hip length, a V-necked top, wide-pleated skirt and cream shoes.


They walked into the office and she was announced to her new boss and then she was left alone with him and it was impossible not to stare. She knew him. She hadn’t seen him in at least ten years. He must be twenty-five or six and the last time she had seen him he was just a scruffy boy standing on a street corner with his mates, smoking and jeering at the local girls. She could not believe she had come all this way to work for a man she had known when they both lived in a tiny mining village on the Durham moors.


He had changed. He was taller than she remembered, slender, and had about him a confidence that had not been present before. He was dark as some northern men were dark. Was it Scottish influence? He had black hair and black eyes, pale skin and was only just recognizable, so prosperous-looking. He wore expensive perfectly fitting dark clothes and had well-kept hands, something no village boy had ever had, long fingers, neat nails.


He also had this huge office with a smaller one for his secretary beyond. He had done what her mother would be pleased with but her mother would not have liked her anywhere near him, he had been the vulgar, common boy, well beneath her in the strict class system of a northern mining town.


His mother had been a tiny busy chapel woman. His father had owned a small bus company but had originally been a pitman and they had lived in a terraced house next to the garage. She remembered vaguely that he had been the exception, a grammar-school boy, cleverer than the rest. The transformation was not quite complete. He greeted her with a still discernible northern accent, something she did not retain, due to elocution lessons.


‘Why, it’s Rosalind West,’ he said with a smile and she knew that he was not surprised to see her, he had been expecting her. She wasn’t quite happy with the idea. ‘Hello. Do come in.’


She couldn’t remember his name. On the door it had said nothing but ‘J. Neville’. John? James?


‘Jack,’ he said to her polite pause.


‘Yes, of course.’


‘Let me show you around,’ he said.


It was strange to see him perfectly at home here, and obviously very well respected, so important apparently that there was nothing but his name on the door. The huge windows in the office looked out across the wide London street and there was what looked to her like half an acre of floor, easy chairs for visitors, an enormous desk and all very modem, clean lines and as though he had deliberately not filled the space there, as though he needed the emptiness in which to work. The furniture looked expensive too and it was the first time she had thought of an office as somewhere which would impress people, a showplace rather than just a workplace.


Jack Neville’s office was an indicator of how well the company was doing and it was obviously doing very well and he was organized, efficient, maybe even more than that and considering she would be working for him it was rather frightening. She had worked for various people before but in cosy, cluttered, modest places, the local solicitor’s to begin with, then a carpet factory in Durham and finally local government where she had swiftly become bored.


He chatted about home which put her at ease but the shock of finding him there tainted her getaway somehow, as though he was about to report back, judge her by some village standard, or worse still think that because she was from his past life she would not do, but he conveyed none of this and she thought, no, he was shrewd, he would know exactly who she was and what her qualifications were so he had been armed from the beginning, had even perhaps chosen her on purpose.


She was very good at her job. She tried to look as confident as he appeared but it wasn’t easy. He introduced her to people and Rosalind smiled and tried to say all the right things. The adventure was beginning.


That night she went home with Bernice well pleased with her new job.


‘And what did you think of our chief designer?’ Bernice said with a sideways look.


‘He’s northern.’


‘And that’s a mark against him? He’s going a long way and some lucky girl is going with him. He smells of potential money, don’t you think?’


‘I didn’t come all the way to London to get involved with a boy who lived in the same village,’ Rosalind said and then regretted it. It wasn’t a good idea to talk about her boss that way, especially as ‘a boy’ since Jack was obviously young but with plenty of talent, but Bernice only laughed and said that she had a point and with looks like hers Bernice didn’t doubt she could have anybody she wanted.


She regretted being nasty about him the next morning too when he said to her that if she wanted somebody to go and look at flats with he would be happy to go with her, which she thought was unnecessarily kind of him. Bernice was busy, she was getting married soon and there were lots of arrangements to make and although she had said she would go with Rosalind it was nice to think she would have somebody else to ask. She was looking forward to having some place of her own, however small. Her independence had become so important to her. She couldn’t wait.




Two


Jack stood in the chairman’s office with his hands in his pockets and there was satisfaction in that, when he thought about it. His mother had spent most of his childhood telling him to take his hands out of his pockets. Jack felt triumph.


In a way maybe he had known even then that his hands did have something to hide and in another way he wished now that he could and it was a futile gesture because what his hands had done Sir Trevor held in manicured fingers. They didn’t look like they should have been cared for, Trevor’s hands and nails, they were working man’s hands, short and stubby, and he was to the world Sir Trevor Bailey, known to those beneath him in his company, the Doxbridge Motor Company, as Bayonet because of the aggressive way he went about the production of cars, the way that he had done what the newspapers called ‘taking the motor industry by storm’.


Bayonet had brought them all to where they were today, the most successful car-production company in the country, possibly in the world. If it had been that long time ago when knights and soldiers and the like laid down their lives for their liege lords, Jack thought, he would have done that for Sir Trevor because of the way that Trevor held the papers which were detailed sketches, intricate drawings, minute detail.


Yet when Jack had created them he had been unaware of the effort – he had been able to see what was required at the back of his mind, beyond his consciousness, beyond anything, and he was waiting now for Trevor’s verdict on the work which had had his attention for many months, and he was beginning to realize by the way Trevor held them, as though they were sapphires, the holy grail, the end of the holy grail, whatever it was you got at the end of it, that he was pleased with the work Jack had done. Trevor wasn’t smiling but Jack was used to that. He wasn’t saying anything yet either so Jack wandered across to the window to distract himself.


Outside it was raining. When it rained in London it seemed to him that the pavements held the water. It was not like at home on the Durham moors where the fells and the fields absorbed the rain, needed it, here it was an inconvenience, all umbrellas and complaints and shiny streets. He liked the rain.


You could work better when it rained, the cars and lights all reflected in the shop windows, running colours and you could sit there with the heating on and know you were missing nothing by being inside and the work took on its own shape beneath your fingers.


This was the end of two years’ work and the beginning of what? It was the strange emptiness after the long struggle towards the idea he had been tearing from his mind but he could see by Sir Trevor’s steady gaze that it was just the start, as Trevor rustled the papers back together and Jack turned around.


‘Sir?’


As a child, as a student he had called many men ‘sir’ but he had never called anyone ‘sir’ like he did with Trevor. ‘Sir’ was part of Trevor’s name, it attached itself to him as no other man Jack had ever met. Trevor Bailey was God to him.


‘You go ahead and do it, Jack.’


‘What about the money?’


‘I’ll sort that out.’


They were the sweetest words in Jack’s world and he knew that Trevor made no idle boast. He had opened doors that other men feared, he had seen the stars that other men cowered beneath with their eyes closed. Two years ago Trevor had come to him with an ambition.


‘I want a car that every man can aspire to, a car that will seat four people in comfort, take their luggage, that they won’t be ashamed of outside their houses, I want it built so that they call all afford it, small, neat, reliable, a proper car. We need something which uses less petrol but which has more dignity than what is on offer to the public at present, something small, and soon, Jack, I want it soon.’


It had not for those minutes before Trevor spoke to him seemed possible to Jack. He had agreed to it of course, he had gone home and imagined it and gathered in his mind a design team and then he had woken up in the middle of the night and seen the impossibility of it and been afraid. He saw himself going to Trevor and admitting failure, or worse still submitting sketches and seeing the disappointment in the man’s face.


Jack tortured himself with images of failure through those long months while he worked and sweated and tried not to be short-tempered with the others and himself and discarded a hundred ideas and then a hundred more and the days and weeks and months ticked past and he imagined Trevor calling him into the office and saying that he had changed his mind, that it was obviously an impossibility, that he had decided somebody else could do it and much better.


In his more optimistic moments Jack knew this wasn’t true, both Trevor and he believed that nobody else had the ability to do it but in the night, in the rain, on late Sunday afternoons on foggy October days when the light had gone he knew that it couldn’t be done or that somebody would suddenly come along and announce as good or a better idea and his work would be lost, pointless.


Now he felt nothing. He listened to the other man’s soft words while his mind stayed numb and then he went back to his office, to his for once cleared desk. Nigel, his friend and fellow designer, put his head around the door.


‘Well?’ he said impatiently.


‘The old man liked it.’


Nigel let go of his breath and came into the room.


‘You could have said,’ he objected.


‘He actually liked it, Nige.’


‘Of course he bloody liked it, it’s a work of genius.’


‘You thought he would?’ Nigel looked across the room at him. They had been friends for three years, since Jack had joined the company. Nigel came from Gloucestershire and had the kind of accent which would have got his balls chopped off in Newcastle and Jack cared about him.


‘Everybody but you thought he would.’


Jack allowed himself a smile. Relief was easing his mind. He felt a lightness.


‘He’s going to finance it. What if it fails?’


‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ Nigel came further into the room. ‘Has the old man ever financed anything which failed?’


‘I expect so.’


‘He hasn’t!’


The lightness was turning into glee. Jack wanted to dance around the room, laugh, instead of which he stood by the desk with his teeth clenched and his mouth tight and considered what might have been, what might not have been, the extent at which he could have failed and he shuddered. His work was all he had, it was his whole life, his past, present and future and the present was good, he had survived and would survive only because of it. He wanted to go home and never to go home, to be able to stop working for a while and enjoy his triumph and yet to sit down at his desk and begin again with enthusiasm.


He wanted everything and nothing, and for a while when Nigel had gone back to his office Jack sat alone at his desk and listened to the rain stotting off the pavements and then he knew what he wanted, he wanted to be able to tell his father what he had done. He couldn’t tell anybody yet, the car had to be built and tested and nobody must know but he wanted his father to know and to be proud of his achievements.


His dad had always been proud of him, glad for what he had achieved, grammar school, technical college in London, the jobs, firstly at Coventry and then in London and always better and always offered to him. He hadn’t had to chase a job in his life, they came to him. Sir Trevor had interviewed him personally when he joined the firm, offered him a very good salary, his own design team and a car.


‘I don’t drive.’


Sir Trevor had stared. ‘Can’t?’


‘No, don’t.’


‘Any particular reason?’


‘I’m not very good at it.’


He had made Sir Trevor laugh but it was true. Once a car was designed, once the ideas were in place, he lost interest completely. Up to that point, while the developing was going on, while the car was being built and all the way through the tests to prove and improve, he thought of nothing but it day and night and afterwards it was unimportant to him, nor would he give it a moment’s thought because that moment would be wasted on something which was already completed. He wanted to go on to the next idea and the next. There was a long way to go with this idea yet and he was glad of it.


Only the present and the future mattered in this game and it belonged to him, he knew it did. It was the only thing which stemmed the horrifying boredom that was a spent idea, a car known too well could bring from him nothing but disgust. He could do better, he could go on.


Nigel came back into the office at six. A lesser man would have suggested a huge celebration but Nigel knew him too well for that.


‘A drink?’ he offered.


Jack agreed, promising himself that he would come back to the office later, like a lover he could not bear to be away for too long and had even set up an office at home so that there would be no gap between work and home, so that nothing would interfere or intrude. If he did not go back to work he could go home to work. Jack put his head round the door of Rosalind’s office.


‘Want to come for a drink?’ he offered.


He tried to make it sound casual. She had been there for almost a month. She mustn’t know how long he had pondered over the possibility of having her there. How surprised he had been to receive the application, how pleased at her standard of qualifications, how glad to look up from work and see her head bent over the typewriter. He even liked to hear her say his name, ‘Mr Neville’, when she was talking about him but they used their first names in the office. Jack had never liked his name until she said it.


In a way he did regret having taken her on because she disturbed his concentration. He had known that she would and had ignored his instincts but he had argued with himself over it and lost because she was very well qualified and had excellent references and he hoped he was not the kind of man who would not take someone on because they were known to him. He liked her better than he would have wanted to but he liked having her there too in the office next to his, understanding what he was doing, helping, shielding him from other people because through the glass door he could often hear her voice cool like ice cream and she would let no one through when he was busy.


Her biggest talent was that she knew the difference between when he was working at the top of his head and when he was working and didn’t want to be disturbed and it was a line so fine that he didn’t know it himself most of the time but he had the feeling that she would not even have let Sir Trevor past her if she had chosen. She could be very quelling, her voice cold and sharp if necessary, Nigel was frightened of her, he had said so privately to Jack.


‘She scares the shit out of me,’ he said over a drink one night in a bar. ‘I like nice girls like Anna who are content to see you a couple of nights a week and agree with your political opinions.’


That made Jack laugh. Rosalind didn’t frighten him but that was because she was somehow completely on his side and when he understood that he ceased to be uncomfortable around her and was glad he had chosen her and she liked being there, he could tell she did, was proud of his status. He wasn’t sure whether she liked him and although that shouldn’t have mattered the truth was that it did.


They stood by the bar. It was nothing, Jack thought, like the pubs at home, which were usually small dark places where only men went to play darts and dominoes and drink pint after pint of brown ale, unless they were country pubs with big open rooms where the farmers, businessmen and solicitors took their wives. This was a long bar, very well lit, very fashionable. The girls wore brief tight skirts, had long flying hair and black stockings.


Jack wished he could stand nearer to Rosalind and somehow claim her because even in a place like this with a lot of beautiful girls she stood out. She had worn a suit for the office, quite formal, even though he hadn’t asked her to, a mix of green and blue, trimmed with fawn velvet at the collar and pockets, a slim skirt and neat jacket with double buttons, ten of them, and very high heels.


The jacket was short to her waist and showed off the smallness of it and she wore matching handbag and gloves in brown and her hair was neat and straight and shiny, dark and she had exquisite blue eyes, cornflower blue with long luxurious lashes. She was so beautiful he had to make himself not stare at her. He wanted to keep her all to himself, stay at the office for the rest of their lives.


A tall fair-haired man was standing nearby.


‘Hello, Nigel,’ he said.


Nigel turned, rather consciously, Jack thought.


‘Freddie!’ he said.


It was Rosalind’s reaction to the man that Jack noticed most of all and then he realized that what he felt was jealousy and it surprised him. He watched her now watching the tall fair man and it was a strange experience, to realize that he was in love with her while she was admiring someone else and didn’t notice him. She was so beautiful and the other young man obviously thought so too because he stared at her. Jack instantly hated him. Why had this happened now? he thought. The timing was all wrong.


He was shaken too, he had not known his feelings for her were so strong. Had he deliberately asked her to come and work for him because his inclination for her was already in place?


‘This is Freddie Harlington, Jack. Freddie is a rally driver,’ Nigel said.


Jack knew that. Freddie Harlington was famous. He came from a prosperous landed family who had an estate in Northumberland and his driving was legendary in car circles. He had won the RAC rally the previous year and come third in the Monte Carlo rally and he drove for Doxbridge Motors. They had met before. Jack had just forgotten. He began to detect a conspiracy, a set-up.


‘I understand that you’re designing a new car,’ Freddie said when Jack declined to comment.


Jack didn’t even look at Nigel. He held Freddie Harlington’s blue eyes with his own until the other man hesitated, faltered and said into the space, ‘I need something I can drive around comers.’


‘What do you do now?’


‘Aim and hope for the best. You know how you guide a billiard ball towards the pocket? I’d like a car like that, something contained but powerful enough, something that moves through the air neatly, rounded, the right size so that you know where it’s going before it goes.’


‘Like an aeroplane,’ Nigel suggested.


‘Something like that, with the air around it doing its best to help and you knowing how you can use all these things so that it moves as a part of you or you as a part of it. Is that what I mean? And much, much more, so that you can control it like it’s a jacket that you’re wearing.’ His blue eyes were warm and light and smiling, more open than Jack would ever have dared as though the world was not a hostile place, as though there were things to own which mattered and nights where the moon never set and the blackness never arrived.


Jack was irritated by him, suspected Nigel of setting this up, hated talking about work and would have given a great deal to have gone off with Rosalind and danced close to her.


‘There is no such car,’ he said.


‘There could be, you could design such a car, I know you could.’


Jack shot Nigel a swift sideways look.


‘I didn’t say anything,’ Nigel said.


‘You’ve got a gob the size of Australia,’ Jack accused him.


‘We could have lunch at my club,’ Freddie suggested.


‘Your club?’ Jack almost laughed.


‘Tomorrow?’


Jack looked swiftly at Rosalind before he walked out. He wished he could have asked her to go with him but he had better instincts than most men and he knew that she had already become trapped within the spell of the aristocratic young man who had everything, Jack could feel it coming off him, public school, flawless accent, good looks, and he was no doubt charming and intelligent and he was glamorous – what a God-awful word. He was a driver, speed, excitement, so much to lose, so much to gain. The last thing Jack saw as he slammed out was the way that she looked up into Freddie Harlington’s eyes.


The following day Nigel came into his office. Jack thought he had timed it deliberately for when Rosalind had left for lunch. She and Jack had barely spoken and he wished he did not want to ask her about the other man. Had they left together? Had he walked her home? More, perhaps. Jack didn’t want to think about the more and then he told himself that he had been through this before, that he had fancied other women but he mostly talked himself out of it. The trouble was that either he would be bored and wish he hadn’t bothered or he would want to get involved and that was not a good idea. Emotional involvement ruined his work. If he fell in love it could be disastrous to the little car. It sounded daft, he knew, but it was so.


It was either work or women but he had a difficult time convincing himself because Rosalind West was very special and he had tortured himself with the idea that Freddie Harlington was the kind of bastard who would charm a girl into bed very fast. Then what? He was inclined to ask Nigel for details of last night but he didn’t.


‘I didn’t say anything, not anything that mattered, just that there was a possibility.’


Jack didn’t answer him, he had been at work an hour before Nigel arrived which was four hours since and talk was the last thing he wanted.


‘You could have lunch with him, it wouldn’t kill you,’ Nigel said into the silence.


‘I’m busy.’


‘He’s the son of an earl.’


Jack glared at Nigel. ‘I don’t care if he’s the son of God, nobody discusses those plans until Sir Trevor says so and that includes you.’


Nigel didn’t hold Jack’s gaze for more than a second or two before he left the office.


Jack sighed. Suddenly he was tired. He hadn’t slept well, he had been up at half-past five and the sodding rain never stopped. He worked until half-past twelve and then heard the office door and not until he looked up did Freddie Harlington move further in.


‘I didn’t mean to disturb you,’ he said.


Jack looked at him. He was wearing a suit, very expensive, silver grey. He looked wonderful in it, as though he had been born to wear suits.


‘What do you want?’ Jack said.


‘Oh, nothing,’ Freddie said, smiling. He was a big smiler, Jack decided.


‘You assumed we were having lunch,’ Jack said.


‘I didn’t assume anything.’ Freddie looked straight at him. ‘I thought we might. Don’t you eat lunch?’


‘Sometimes.’


‘But not with members of the aristocracy, eh?’ He sat down on the edge of the desk as though he owned it. Jack despised people who did that. ‘What are you, a socialist?’


‘Get off my desk,’ Jack said.


Freddie Harlington’s blue eyes cooled to freezing but he moved.


‘I’m a designer and it isn’t your pedigree that bothers me,’ Jack said.


‘What, then?’


‘That Nigel should discuss this with you.’


‘I can be very persuasive but as a matter of fact he didn’t say anything but that I should speak to you. We don’t have to talk about it. We have things in common. I love cars.’


‘Did somebody say I loved them?’ Jack said.


They went to Freddie’s club and had all kinds of wonderful things to eat though Jack had thought he was not hungry. He had not eaten since the lunchtime before, he hadn’t realized and then it was a sandwich because he had so many interruptions. The weather was cold and the food was hot and tasty and good and the wine seemed excellent, rather autumnal, of blackberries.


They had trout with almonds, steak with cream sauce, richer food than Jack was used to, and this place was like something from another age, a Georgian building in north London, moments from a busy street but once you were inside it was all big fireplaces, lavish curtains, leather chairs, great big flower arrangements, white cloths, silver cutlery, crystal glasses.


Freddie sat back in his chair and considered the dark red liquid in his glass and Jack thought he had been right, this bastard was a charmer. Even he was susceptible to it. He tried to dislike the man sitting opposite to him but found it impossible. Freddie was that most rare of people, he was entertaining. For once Jack wasn’t bored.


‘I had a wine this summer that was so soft you could have sat in it, so bright and so warm that you could see the raspberries. You know what fruit’s like when it’s taken straight from the bush on a dry day and you can smell it – like that.’


‘Where was this?’


‘Bordeaux. My mother lives there. She has a house, a small farm, a cow to each field, vegetables fresh from the garden each day, the river quiet in the evenings and the village silent in the afternoons. Where are you from?’


‘A little pit village in Durham.’


‘Do you miss it?’


‘Sometimes.’


‘That’s what home is for, to miss. Are your parents still living there?’


It was the garage he missed. His earliest recollections were of the engines, bonnets up on cars, his father in overalls, the smell of oil and petrol, the revving up and the dying down, the turning over, the car seats smelling of leather, the shape and shine of the doors and the wings and the bodies of cars and then the buses which his father had liked so much with their big ugly lovely bodies, each one like a pet or a child.


They were counted out in the mornings like chickens and counted back at night. They were lovingly washed, their insides diligently cleaned, their engines attended to and oil and water seen to every day and his father was so proud of his name on the back – John Neville.


The bus drivers were known as ‘Nev’s lads’ and the garage was ‘Nev’s’. Jack was proud to see his father’s name all over the roads in north-west Durham and up on the front of the garage. The need for cars and warm oily engines had begun when Jack could hardly see the engine until his father lifted him up. He had liked the camaraderie, the men who drifted in and out of the garage, the tea breaks with plain biscuits and tea from the big brown teapot and he liked being with his father in this man’s world.


‘Do you have brothers and sisters?’ Freddie asked.


‘No, do you?’


‘Four sisters, all older. There was another boy but he died. If he hadn’t things would have been different.’


‘Why is that?’


‘My father needed an heir so he bred from my mother until she produced one and when it died until she produced another and then he wanted another – an heir and a spare, you know. I think that was why she left him.’


‘Are they divorced?’


‘Long since. They’ve both married again. My sisters are married too and I shall be obliged to marry and produce an heir, in time.’


‘Nobody’s obliged to do anything any more, that’s what my dad says we fought the war for.’


‘When you have property it’s different.’


‘That’s daft,’ Jack said.


Freddie looked down into his wine and Jack regarded him beyond the two glasses he had drunk, which was two glasses more than normal at lunchtime. He was, what did they call it, the quintessential Englishman, tanned, blond, blue-eyed, tall, slender, thin-faced, rather hungry looking.


‘I’m from the north, you know,’ Freddie offered as though that would make things better.


‘But you live in London?’


‘My sister Claudia has a house in Piccadilly. I stay there usually.’


‘It’s got more than one bedroom, eh?’


Freddie’s eyes warmed.


‘Yes, it’s … eighteenth century, and has gardens and a courtyard and state rooms … it’s our family house, as a matter of fact.’


‘Well, that’s handy,’ Jack said. ‘Somewhere to rest your head when you’re in the capital. You have a big place in Northumberland?’


Freddie looked across the table at him and sighed. ‘Ten thousand acres.’


‘That’s fairly big,’ Jack said.


‘There was a castle before the house, some of it dates from the eleventh century.’


‘It belonged to your family?’


‘Oh, yes.’ Freddie’s eyes glinted with amusement. ‘We’ve been hunting foxes, seducing maids and doing down the local population for countless generations.’


‘I’ll bet,’ Jack said but he couldn’t resist a grin.


‘We owned lead and coal mines until the Jacobite revolution. Backed the wrong horse and lost most of it and then married well and regained everything. Things aren’t so good now.’


Freddie eyed his empty glass. Jack didn’t like to point out to him that a house with ten thousand acres, a suit from Savile Row, a shirt no doubt from Jermyn Street and lunch at a private very distinguished club hardly constituted penury. Was that what had impressed Rosalind, all that wealth over so many years, all that background?


‘So, you like her?’ Jack couldn’t help asking.


‘Who?’


‘Don’t be soft,’ Jack advised him.


Freddie laughed. Then he looked down into his glass again and said quietly, ‘Yes, I like her. I’m going to ask her to dinner. I take it you don’t mind?’


‘It’s nothing to do with me,’ Jack said.


Freddie looked at him across the table. ‘Do you go home for Christmas?’ he said.


Jack could not help reflecting that this question gave Freddie away. No real northern lad would stay away for Christmas if he could help it or unless he could be guaranteed to wake up with Rosalind West on Christmas morning. It was not discussed. His mother assumed he would be there for Christmas and he was quite looking forward to it, a real break and no thought of work for a day or two.


‘Yes, I go back to Durham.’


Freddie sat there for a few moments turning the wine glass around and around in his fingers and Jack thought of what it would be like in Northumberland. Did they have a formal meal with lots of silver, crystal wine glasses, special plates, an enormous tree in the entrance hall, posh people to stay and lots of parties, midnight service in Hexham Abbey and gentle walks through the gardens on Christmas Day, shooting parties and fox-hunting with everybody in those bloody daft coats, champagne and pheasant, somebody playing a grand piano in the music room and dancing until the early day?
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