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You should remind yourself that what you love is mortal, that what you love is not your own. It is granted to you for the present while, and not irrevocably, nor for ever, but like a fig or a bunch of grapes in the appointed season; and if you long for it in the winter, you are a fool.


 


From The Discourses of Epictetus (translated by Robin Hard, edited by Christopher Gill)
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Prologue





Muscle has memory; the body knows things the mind will not admit. Two police officers were at my door – uniformed, arranged – yet even as the door swung open upon them, which was surely the moment that I knew, even then, my conscious self was seeking other explanations, turning round and around, like a rat in a cage. Muscle memory – not the same thing as instinct of course, but related: pianists know about this, and tap dancers, and anyone who has ever given birth. Even those who have done nothing more physical than tie their shoelaces know it. The body is quicker than the mind. The body can be trusted.




*





It has taken them longer than it should have done, to come to my house with the news. Betty was not carrying any form of identification. When the policewoman explains this she does so gently, neutrally, but I choose to hear criticism. I am sitting on my sofa, perched on the edge. The gas fire is on. On the carpet before me, a magazine from the previous weekend’s newspapers lies open where I left it – I was reading it this morning, crouched before the fire. The more junior of the officers, a young man, thin and pale, is standing by the door. The woman in charge – older, blonde – has sat down next to me but her body is half turned to face me. I have invited them in. I have asked this news across my threshold.


I am trying to understand what they are telling me, the larger picture, but I seize upon a detail. They weren’t carrying identification.


They. She was with her friend Willow. Willow and Betty.


‘She’s nine,’ I say.


The policewoman is taking in my stare, drinking it like water – I see it in the way she stares back, assessing. She has been trained to meet my gaze, if circumstances warrant it. She will not falter. Her male colleague is the discreet one, looking at the floor. They are a team but I can pick whichever one I prefer to fasten upon. I have chosen her.


‘She’s only nine,’ I repeat. Nine-year-olds do not carry credit cards or driving licences. My nine-year-old doesn’t even have a mobile phone.


The policewoman mistakes my meaning. ‘I’m very sorry,’ she says.


At this point, Betty’s younger brother Rees bursts into the room. He is clutching a stapler in his right hand. He flings himself at my lap, then thumps his forehead into it, a gesture born of fury and affection in equal measure and a wordless reference to the fact that I promised him an unspecified treat if he did some colouring in the kitchen while I spoke to the man and lady in the sitting room. I am overwhelmed with the feeling, distinct and self-conscious, that I love my son. I clutch at his shoulders, pulling him forward on to me, but clumsily. Sensing my desire outweighs his, he wriggles away then stands looking at me, waiting. The policewoman leans towards me, getting between me and Rees, and puts her hand out until it hovers an inch or two above my shoulder. Although she is not touching me, I find this intrusive.


‘Mrs Needham, Laura, I’m sorry, but can you tell us how we can contact Betty’s father?’




*





Our bodies often act of their own accord. They do it all the time. I should have failed my driving test, for instance – I stalled twice just trying to pull out of the test centre – but as we drove down Clarence Road, my hands gripping the steering wheel, the examiner said, ‘When I tap this newspaper on the dashboard, I want you to perform an emergency stop. I want you to brake just as hard as you would do if a child ran out in front of the car.’


After he had brushed his hair back from his face he said, ‘Thank you, Miss Dodgson. I will not be asking you to repeat that manoeuvre.’




*





Betty’s father and I separated three years ago, when Betty was six and Rees still an infant. He and his partner Chloe live with their baby in the new development towards West Runton, the one they drained the estuary for. Controversial, that development, but the bungalows are bright and spacious, just right for people who are making a new start. I bought them a card when their baby was born. May your new arrival bring you much joy read the inscription, in flowing italics. Love from Laura, Betty and Rees I wrote beneath, in biro. I got Betty and Rees to draw pictures of their new baby brother and put them in with the card. When their father came to pick them up to visit the baby, I gave him a basket of toiletries I had bought for Chloe, from the Angel Shop on the esplanade. He took it with a look of surprise. The items in the basket were all white; white soap, white body lotion, a fluffy white flannel – with a broad white ribbon tied over the cellophane. He glanced down at the toiletries then back up at me, with a slow, appreciative look on his face.


I could not meet his gaze. ‘Make sure you look after her now, won’t you?’ I said.


After he had left with Betty and Rees, I made myself a cup of coffee and sat at the kitchen table with it and a packet of biscuits, ripped open, staring out of the window. A salty coastal wind swept to and fro across my garden. The wind is like sandpaper round here. I stared and stared at nothing, at the bluster of the day. Twigs from the cherry tree outside our back door scraped and scratched, as if a neglected pet was demanding access. That tree should never have been planted so close to the house. Ten pounds, four ounces, thirty-two hours of labour followed by a ventouse delivery. I wondered if they did an episiotomy or let her tear. Episiotomies used to be routine with the ventouse but the tide has changed on that. I tore badly with Betty, so badly that with Rees I tore again, along the scar tissue. Unlike muscle, scar tissue cannot recall what it has done before. It is hard and stupid.




*





Neither my ex-husband nor his partner answers their phone. I imagine Chloe standing above the phone, the baby on one arm, seeing my number come up on the dial register and deciding not to pick it up. This happens. I hang up without leaving a message and call David’s mobile but it goes straight to voicemail.


The policewoman’s male colleague fetches my neighbour Julie to take care of Rees. Rees goes to nursery with Julie’s young son Alfie and knows her well but as soon as she steps through the front door, he looks at me, then at the police officers and, as if noticing their uniforms for the first time, bursts into tears. Julie has to carry him kicking and screaming from our house. She does not look at me but as she leaves, I see that tears are streaming down her face too. I worry that she is upset about something and it is a terrible imposition to ask her to have Rees at this moment. Then I realise why she is crying. I realise it, but I still don’t know it. My brain seems to be on some sort of loop. I am very, very calm.


I go to the kitchen and pick up my handbag from the table, which is still scattered with plastic plates of rice and peas – all Rees will eat right now – and a distressed heap of crumpled paper and gel pens, Betty’s gel pens, her new pack in neon colours. Rees has been taking advantage of his big sister’s absence in the hope of prompting a diplomatic incident when she returns. I turn the light off as I go back into the hall. I take my jacket from the coat rack at the bottom of the stairs. I am keen to be efficient about leaving the house. I want to get into their vehicle as swiftly as possible. I want to get to Betty.


I get into the back of the police car and clip my seatbelt, dutifully. I notice how clean it is inside – it is a car that does not habitually transport children – and part of my mind not only registers but appreciates this. It is only as we are turning out of our road that it occurs to me to lean forward and ask, ‘What about Willow? How is Willow?’


‘Willow is in the High Dependency Unit,’ the policewoman says. ‘She was thrown clear.’


‘I’m going to be sick,’ I say, and the policewoman glances in her rear mirror to make sure that nothing is behind us as she presses on the brake and brings the car to a swift, efficient halt. I pull on the interior handle but the child lock is on; of course, to stop people escaping. I feel a moment of dizzying panic but the young policeman unclips his seatbelt with one quick movement and, as soon as it is safe to do so, leaps out and opens the door for me. I make it to the gutter.




*





One thing I feared and it befell… My mouth convicts me. I am good. The Book of Job: I remembered it then, as I gagged and spat. The school common room: grey and white. Jenny Ozu.




*





It is a twenty-minute drive to the hospital, a red-brick, low-lying building. All the buildings round here are low-lying, as if the storm clouds that squat along this stretch of the coastline are too heavy to allow high-rise. The truth is, land is plentiful, although it often requires drainage to use. Not many people want to live here. We are thirty miles from the nearest decent-sized town and the drive is across flatlands of mud relieved only by the occasional onion field.


As we drive through town in the dark, rain begins to slant across the car – rain rarely falls vertically in this town. The policewoman must be new to the district because she goes down the esplanade when it is quicker to take the one-way system. The shops on our left are shuttered and dark. The only light spills from Mr Yeung’s, the chippy, where boys lounge in the window on high stools, heads lolling on the triangles they have made of their arms. On our right, beyond the railings, the beach melts into a wall of blackness, the waves a herd of sound. As we reach the end of the esplanade, a lone dog-walker makes his way along the pavement, bent into the wind. He looks like John Warren, a patient of mine in his late seventies who is partially blind and has calcification in both shoulders. I feel a flash of concern that he is out and about on his own in the dark.


The police car slows to turn into the main road. As it does, I glimpse a group of dark figures huddled together at the top the concrete steps that lead down to the beach. A couple of them turn as we pass and our headlights light their faces, pale and staring – migrant workers, Eastern European. The policewoman and her colleague exchange a glance as she turns the steering wheel. There’s no cockle-picking round here but gangs are sometimes brought in for scrap-collecting. It’s low tide, there’s no immediate hazard, but it’s a filthy night to be out and any beach is dangerous in the dark. The policewoman shakes her head.




*





We pull into the hospital car park, the place I come so often for work. Normally I drive around to the small courtyard at the back, where the Rehab & Therapies Unit is. The policewoman parks near the main entrance and her colleague jumps out quickly and opens my door. For a moment I think he will offer his hand to help me out but he stands back respectfully, looking down at the wet tarmac, face closed. As I rise out of the car, the wind whips my hair across my face. I clear it with one hand and walk firmly towards the entrance, my escorts falling in, one in front and one behind, as if I might make a break for it and run into the sea. I pray that no one I know will be on duty, for then my private bargain will unravel. Until I see her, there is hope. It is the only way I can put one foot in front of the other.


We enter through the white, low-ceilinged hallway of A & E. Instinctively, I glance around to see what injuries are waiting. There is only one group of people on the plastic chairs – an extended family, five or six women, three children. They all have thick dark hair and pale faces, like the migrant workers we saw on the esplanade. They probably come from the mobile-home park up on the cliff – another local controversy. In the midst of their group is a boy of seven or so clutching a wad of dressing to his forehead. It is soaked in blood and a line of blood stripes his cheek. As we sweep past, the group looks at us accusingly, as if we are jumping the queue. Behind the desk, the duty nurse is talking quietly to a doctor, indicating the group with a palm-upwards gesture of her hand.




*





We turn left through the swing doors and down a corridor that is painted creamy-white and hung with paintings by local artists, very bad ones, blue seascapes with cheery boats a-bobbing and gulls wheeling in the sky. The sea has never looked like that round here. Through another swing door, the pretence of cheeriness falls away to reveal dull brown walls that lead to the administrative offices. We are going a roundabout route to wherever Betty is.


I have never realised how long this corridor is. I feel as though I have been walking along it for days, noticing things I would never normally notice. We pass office doors, all closed, numbered, with nameplates of people I know, but the people are not here while Betty who should be at home is here, somewhere in this endless interior which is confusing and familiar as the landscape of a dream. That must be it. That would explain everything; the gulls in the paintings, the faces on the esplanade, the Book of Job. I am not here. I am asleep, twisting a damp duvet around my legs as I shift restlessly from side to side. Eventually, we reach a consulting room. The policewoman knocks lightly and then enters without waiting for a reply. The policeman gestures for me to follow in behind.


Sitting behind the desk is a doctor I do not know. I am grateful for that. He is an older man, nearing retirement I would say, with thin-rimmed glasses. He is writing a report. He closes the file as we enter and stands. ‘Mrs Needham, please…’ he indicates the chair in front of his desk. ‘I’m very sorry,’ he says, looking at the floor, clearly ill at ease with his task, mortified by it, in fact. He sits again, opens the file, glances at it, clears his throat. ‘Right,’ he says, then, in a tone of voice that makes it clear he is at the top of a list, begins, ‘Er, multiple internal injuries…’


The room swings wildly. ‘Oh!’ I exclaim, bending forward in my chair. I close my eyes as I go down, so do not see his reaction. I take a deep breath and force myself to look up.


The doctor is staring. The policewoman steps forward and rests a protective hand on my shoulder, trying to steady me. I force myself to sit up straight. ‘I want…’ I say, gulping air so that my voice will be firm and clear… ‘I want to see her.’


The doctor glances at the policewoman then rises from his desk. ‘Of course, I’m sorry. I should – I’ll go and see.’


He closes the door behind him. There is a long silence. I can hear the wind and rain outside. The policewoman says gently, ‘Can I get you anything, Laura?’ It is her way of apologising for the doctor’s abruptness. I shake my head.


The doctor comes back into his office and closes the door behind him. His embarrassment is palpable; it has rendered him speechless. He looks at the policewoman and nods. She leans towards me. ‘We can go and see her now.’


I rise from my chair, and have the sensation that I keep on rising, up and up above what is happening to me, soaring through the air, high above the hospital. Even as we turn to leave the office, as I step forward, all bodily feeling has left me and it is as if I am floating above myself. I cannot feel the linoleum beneath my feet yet I have the sensation it is spongy. The metal door handle is not cold and hard as it should be, but soft, air. As we walk down the corridor, I have the distinct impression that my new weightlessness extends to my hair and that it must be floating around my head – how else to explain the exposure of my scalp?


Despite all this, I must still be corporeal – I am putting one foot in front of another and, after turning no more than two corners, find myself standing outside a room. The police officers are standing either side of me and the woman officer is explaining something. I can see her lips moving, on the periphery of my vision. She is telling me that I must not move the sheet. I will be able to see Betty’s face, but I cannot move the sheet. Her voice booms and fades. I catch a whole sentence. ‘You can wait until another relative arrives.’ I shake my head fiercely. She opens the door.


Betty, my Betty, is lying on her back on the high bed. Her arms are beneath the covers, which are folded neatly across her chest and pulled up high. Her eyes are closed. Someone has combed her hair. It lies neatly on the pillow, her long fine hair. Her face is composed, the only mark on it a long graze on the forehead, which has been cleaned of grit and dirt. She doesn’t look asleep though, no, not that. Sleep softens and rounds her face – when she sleeps in at home and I have to wake her up, I always think, my baby, but now there is no softening or rounding. The permanence of this repose has caught her face precisely. Her features hold every day of her nine-year-old life; every experience, every hope or irritation. She is utterly herself.


I approach the bed. My chest is heaving. I realise the policewoman is holding on to me, in readiness for my collapse. ‘Laura… is this your daughter, Betty Needham?’


I nod, and the nod releases what has been waiting for hours behind the damn of my face – a tidal wave of tears. The tipping point has come. My mind and my body work in concert at last. I reach out to touch her. The policewoman does not prevent me. I curl my hand so I can use the backs of my fingers to stroke her temple, the way I always do when she is most hurt or upset. ‘Betty… Betty…’ I say, and I sob and sob as I stroke her temple, oh so softly, and my knees give way and the policewoman is holding me up and the sound of my crying fills the room, the air, the world beyond.




*





They let me stay. I am grateful for that. They bring a chair – the other people who have entered the room without me noticing – one of the grey plastic ones from the waiting room, and they put it by Betty’s bed so that I can sit by her and rest my hand gently on the covers while I wait for her father to arrive. They even leave me alone for a few minutes. A nursing auxiliary comes in with a cup of tea and, avoiding my gaze, places it soundlessly on the cabinet next to me.


I am so thankful to have these few moments. When David arrives, that will be the beginning of all that must come next: Rees, our friends and relatives, the school. The rest of my life will have to start, then. For a moment, I attempt to peer over the edge of the cliff into that life, the life to come, but it makes me dizzy – literally, small spots appear before my eyes. To compensate, to right myself, I run through a brief, alternative narrative for what has happened to me in the last hour. The police came to my house to take me to the hospital. When I got here, Betty was lying white-faced on the crisp sheets hooked up to a drip. The consultant explained the seriousness of her injuries without euphemism. It was up to me to translate for her into terms that she could understand, so I told her she probably wouldn’t be able to take her tap dance exam in the autumn. ‘I’m sorry, darling,’ I said, ‘but it’s going to have to wait until next year.’ She has a way of bulging her face when she is indignant, distorting it, making her beautiful brown eyes monstrous. ‘A whole year!’ Now, she is asleep. The consultant has told me to go home and rest but I am staying here, just in case.


I wonder how long I could keep this going, if it is possible to live with this alternative narrative for the rest of my life. I know – dear God, already I know – that this alternative is only mine as long as I am alone. Already, I am in love with alone.


I rest, breathe in the simple fact that it is just me and Betty, here in this room. My thoughts are full of her but I can think of nothing to say that I haven’t said a million times, so I rest my hand on her and say, ‘Darling… darling…’ a few times. I watch her face and try and imprint the image of it on to my mind so that it will be there, just as sharp as it is now, forever; the scattering of freckles down her long nose – her heavy eyebrows and wide forehead. She has a grown-up face for a nine-year-old. It is already possible to see the adult in her. The chicken-pox scar just beneath where my fingers are stroking her temple – the curve of her lips. She has a lot of natural colour in her lips. It flatters her pale, freckled skin. She burns badly in the sun, as badly as any redhead. We have to be careful with her.


I don’t want this small space of time to end, ever. I think of all the pictures of her I have in my head – the last time I saw her as she ran into school, chatting to her friends; and earlier this morning, before we left the house, brushing her long hair in front of the mirror in the hallway until it rippled in the milky light from the frosted glass panels on our front door. We were late, of course, but she would never leave the house without brushing her hair. Adolescent vanity had come to Betty early; the mood swings had started too. When she had finished brushing her hair, she stayed in front of the mirror to button her new corduroy jacket. We had bought it in a sale that weekend and she insisted on wearing it even though it wasn’t lined and she would freeze at playtime.


‘Mum, do you think the sleeves are a bit long?’


My darling. If unconsciousness of any sort could come to me now, I would be perfected, complete.




*





A small eternity, the door opens; David is standing in the doorway, tall and straight, still in his working suit, grey hair combed neatly back. He looks at me and his face is blank with horror, eyes staring wide. We fix on each other’s gazes, locking in, conjoined by the paradox of shock and disbelief. Then his gaze shifts to the bed. He claps a hand over his mouth but it is too late. He cannot stop the sound escaping.

















PART 1



Before





















1





Muscle memory. My school friend Jenny Ozu was trapped inside Bach’s Minuet no. 2 in G major because of it. She was doing a public recital at the Town Hall, although not much of the public showed up: it was a Tuesday lunchtime in the Easter holidays. Her audience consisted of eleven people, I counted, scattered over a dozen rows of straight-backed wooden chairs, including Jenny’s mother and me.


Jenny sat at the piano, marooned on a wide stage that was framed in its turn by sagging velvet curtains. The Town Hall was little used and the air heavy with dust. She began her first piece, the minuet. (The programme, designed and printed by her mother, declared in proud italics Jenny Plays Bach!). She played the first line and a half beautifully. As she approached the repeat, I dug my fingernails into the palm of my hand. ‘I’m really worried about the repeat,’ she had told me. ‘I just know I’m going to go straight on.’ She had practised it again and again. When the moment came, she sailed effortlessly back to the beginning. I smiled at her, even though she was concentrating on the music. Then, she approached the same point, the point where she should continue with the piece but instead, she sailed gracefully backwards, again, to the start. I felt my face flush for her and glanced around. Surely no one but I and her mother, sitting at the front, frowning no doubt, would notice. Three times instead of two – it wasn’t the end of the world.


When Jenny came to the same place in the music again… again, she sailed backwards. After her fifth repeat of the same two lines of minuet, she stopped, lifted her hands from the piano keys, and burst into tears.


Later, she told me, ‘I’d practised the repeat so hard, over and over, my fingers wouldn’t do anything else. I just had to stop completely. It was the only way I was ever going to get out.’


We were gloomy adolescents, that was what bonded Jenny and me. Her father was Japanese and absent. Mine was dead. We made it our business to be intellectually superior to the other thirteen-year-old girls. We made suicide pacts and walked around carrying library books with titles such as Teach Yourself Swahili. We lay on her bed and ate KitKats and said we were Nihilists. I went through a phase of copying out verses from the Book of Job. I pinned them to the front of my cupboard in the common room, so that the other girls could see. It pleased me to excite their bafflement.








One thing I feared, and it befell,


and what I dreaded came to me.


No peace had I, nor calm, nor rest;


but torment came.


    The Book of Job, 3:25











The things that impress you when you are twelve, thirteen, fourteen: they form in your bones. I have forgotten vast swathes of my schooling but one picture has remained, as clear as day: the grey and white of our form common room, Jenny Ozu weeping in a corner because her mother slapped her again that morning, and me sitting at a desk copying out verses from the Book of Job in black felt tip, furious in my desire to discomfort our happier contemporaries. My mother was a widow who had just been diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease. I was an only child. Jenny and I were obsessed with unfairness – it bonded us more tightly than any shared hobby could ever have done.








I may be righteous but my mouth convicts me;


Innocent, yet it makes me seem corrupt.


I am good.


I do not know myself.


    The Book of Job, 9:20











By the age of fifteen I was adept at changing my mother’s incontinence pads. ‘Right, Mum, let’s give you a little wipe, shall we? Here, what do you call a deer with no eyes…?’ My other friends at school apart from Jenny – my so-called friends, the ones who allowed me to hang around with them because I made them look cool and attractive – were making homemade skin treatments out of yoghurt and discussing barrier methods of contraception. I was learning that it was a good idea for my mother to skip the protein in her midday meal because it could interfere with the operation of the dopamines. She was already having problems vocalising, although she could still move her lips to mouth, ‘No-eye deer.’


The district nurse visited once a week. I despised her even more than the social worker, who wore pop-socks but at least didn’t keep calling me darling. The district nurse was as plump as the social worker was skinny. She wore tight jumpers and had breasts that began a foot lower on her body than they should have done. I saw her as a portent, a ribbed-sweater example of what I might become if I didn’t lay off cheesecake and steer well clear of the caring professions. Her constant praise drove me demented. ‘My,’ she would say, watching me tip and count my mother’s medication into her pill box. ‘I’ve got student nurses ten years older than you who aren’t this organised. You’re going to be a proper little nurse, my darling.’


She wasn’t the only one who assumed I was going to be a nurse. Our neighbours, the Coultons, dropped by every now and then. Mr Coulton would tramp through our house in his unlaced, cement-covered boots and go out back to mow our small, square lawn. It took him longer to find the electric socket in the kitchen than it did to do the mowing. They had twin boys, aged ten. Whenever it snowed, the boys appeared at our front door with shovels. ‘Mam said to clear your path,’ one of them would announce sullenly.


I knew I was expected to be grateful, although I couldn’t care less whether our path was covered in snow – it would melt of its own accord soon enough – and as far as I was concerned, the garden could become a wilderness.


‘I expect you’re going to be a nurse, then,’ Mrs Coulton pronounced firmly one day as she left our house. ‘Such a good girl. So brave.’


In my GCSE year, I had a meeting with the school’s careers adviser. She knew nothing about my mother but, to my enormous indignation, came to the same conclusion. ‘You like the arts but still, that’s good, you also enjoy biology…’ she said, glancing through the form I had filled in.


‘I like doing the diagrams. The plants. And ventricles,’ I replied, sensing what was coming. ‘I’m good at the heart. Left and right ventricle. But it’s just because I’m good at drawing. I might be an artist, later, maybe.’


‘Have you thought about nursing?’ she said, rubbing the side of her nose with one finger.


I wanted to bite her. ‘If I was going to consider that sort of profession,’ I replied haughtily, ‘I would want to – specialise.’ I racked my brain for a speciality, one that involved a long word. ‘Physiotherapy,’ I said. I meant to say psychiatry but physiotherapy had more syllables.


The careers adviser made a small sound in the back of her throat, halfway between a cough and a bark. She was wearing a pen-on-a-string round her neck and it jumped every time she scoffed. ‘Physiotherapy isn’t just massage, you know, Lorna. It’s highly academic nowadays. It’s as hard to get a place as medicine, even harder some people say, and very difficult to get a position afterwards, but we’re always going to need good nurses, Lisa, aren’t we?’ She beamed at me.


You’re not even a proper teacher! I wanted to shout, Who the hell do you think you are? I smiled back.


A nurse? Didn’t these people realise I was an intellectual? What, precisely, did they think it was about my current situation that was going to make me want to do it for the rest of my life? I got As in my science GCSEs and Bs in nearly all my arts subjects. My only dropped grade was a U in Geography. I was proud of it, determined to be brilliant or fail completely, like a firework. A nurse? Didn’t they think that I might be getting enough of wearing thin rubber gloves as a schoolgirl? T. S. Eliot, I would say to myself, whenever I glimpsed one of the Coultons passing our bay window. Will no one rid me of this troublesome prelate? Photosynthesis. The Great Reform Act of 1832. My particles of knowledge were like the ingredients of a witch’s brew, magic that would keep me safe from the Coultons and the health visitors and the dread weight of what my mother’s illness was turning me into: a good girl, a little angel, someone of patience and understanding who effaced her own needs so effectively that she became a mere outline, helping others.


In an attempt to be bad, I tried to take up smoking, standing in the garden one night after I had put my mother to bed, but I puffed too many Silk Cut in a row and had to lie down on the damp grass and was nearly sick. I bought a can of Special Brew from the off-licence at the end of the promenade one day after school because I had seen a homeless man drinking it in the shelter on the beach and so assumed it was as bad as you could get. I went and sat on the pebbles but it was cold and windy and the beer tasted of detergent. Being bad was no fun, I concluded. I would have to stick to being brainy.


This was where Jenny Ozu came in. She was the only girl in my class less cool than myself. Nowadays, I suppose we would be Goths or Emos and revel in our oddness but popular culture reached our deserted stretch of coastline in diluted form, in those days – we were just odd. She got straight As, without even a token U. I pretended I didn’t mind. I did a mix of arts and sciences at A level partly so that I could take Biology with her. I was fascinated by the straightness of her fringe. If we had had more imagination, we might have become what the rest of our GCSE form assumed we were, teenage lesbians, but sex was never a feature of our discussions and I didn’t share my beer or cigarette experiments with her either – no, for Jenny and me it was pure brainache all the way through adolescence.


We split up dramatically halfway through the sixth form. I fell in with a crowd of girls led by a skinny tomboy called Phoebe, who claimed she had tried skunk once and lost her virginity to the local swimming instructor. ‘Why do you hang out with that geeky chinky girl?’ Phoebe asked me one day, in front of her three friends.


‘She’s Japanese, or her dad is…’ I said, but without aggression.


Phoebe shrugged. ‘Are you lesbians?’


I should have walloped her, or at least stuck up for my friend, but instead I shrugged.


‘Cool!’ said Phoebe. ‘I’ve always thought it must be much more fun to be a lesbian. Men are so…’ she looked around in the air for the necessary adjective. The other three girls watched her, hanging on her words. So, to my shame, did I. Phoebe had an auburn ponytail and cheekbones and a level of insouciance that made her glow. She seemed to have leapfrogged adolescence altogether. ‘They’re so…’ then she burst into a fit of giggles. ‘Mind you…’ We all laughed like drains.


My friendship with Jenny was over after that but I didn’t have the courage to tell her. Instead, I told myself that it was okay, that the bad things that had happened to me justified my own bad behaviour. I saw her around town occasionally, out on her own, or with her mother. If she smiled at me, I nodded and kept walking. I had had enough of being geeky. I wanted to be snide and happy, like Phoebe and her friends. I wanted to be normal.




*





Despite my lack of interest in boyfriends, my mother was obsessed with them. I was fourteen when she was diagnosed and a young fourteen at that: flat-chested, brown-haired and bookish, and with no idea how to pluck my eyebrows. Boys featured in my life in much the same way that creatures from a distant and disintegrating planet might feature, as something I really ought to be studying through a telescope to gain some idea of how to treaty with them when they came to visit. I was not convinced the visit would prove friendly.


Sometimes, her obsession took a morose turn. ‘I want to see you settled, Duck,’ she would say as she loaded sugar into her tea, by means of a teaspoon that began heaped but thanks to the tremble in her hands was level by the time it reached her mug, ‘before I’m cold in my grave.’


In those days I watched the trembles carefully. Her consultant was gradually increasing her intake of Sinemet and even though I knew it could be years before the long-term side effects kicked in, the increased dosage made me anxious. ‘I reckon I can hang on that long,’ she would often add. Nothing the doctors said could convince her that her life expectancy was normal. As her only child and carer, it had been explained to me very carefully by the social worker, a tweedy woman who wore not only pop-socks but skirts that stopped above the top of them – my scorn for her knew no bounds. My mother would live as long as she would have done before her diagnosis, but the efficacy of the dopamine drugs would wear off in between five and ten years’ time. When the mental disintegration came, it would be as a side effect of those drugs rather than a symptom of her disease. Sooner or later, I would have to choose between a trembling, slow-moving mother who could hardly swallow but was mentally alert and manageable or a more physically able mother who might become aggressive. Most families, the social worker told me, chose the former.


It became a kind of joke between me and my mother, her desire to see me ‘settled’. At the time, I felt mostly amused or irritated by it, often both – it was only when I became a mother myself that the true poignancy of her desire came home to me. I was the only child of a widow with a degenerative illness and she was terrified that when I could no longer cope and she went into a home, I would be left alone. Throughout my teens, as her Parkinson’s progressed, she came to regard it as her job to give me all the advice I might miss out on if she waited until I was sexually active. ‘Never trust a man who doesn’t look you in the eye,’ it would be one week. The following week would come, ‘If a man stares at you too keenly, he’s not to be trusted, mark my words.’


My mother was forty-five when I was born, my father well into his fifties. I think it’s safe to say I came as something of a surprise. My father was the maintenance manager at the local reprographics company. He died of a heart attack when I was eight months old. My mother went from being half of a middle-aged, childless couple to being a single parent within the space of a year. Given the shock of that transition, she did a brilliant job. Whenever I looked at photos of my dead father, my mother would say, ‘He doted on you, did your dad, oh my yes, you were the light of his life.’


I loved my mum. She was old enough to be my grandmother but we were great friends. Her advice about romance, when it came, was full of vague generalities and devoid of any reference to the physical realities of relationships – there was little she told me that could not have been lifted directly from a dating manual, circa 1956. Once, as we knelt next to each other in our tiny square garden, digging up carrots, she said to me thoughtfully, as if it had been preying on her mind, ‘If you ever go to a cocktail party, Laura, and you walk in and there’s another girl in the same frock, it’s important not to act embarrassed. Just look at her and shout merrily, snap!’


That one got repeated in the corridor at school, to uproarious laughter. Cocktail parties? Frocks? What planet was my mother living on?




 *





Occasionally, I spied a certain sagacity in her words. One such comment I remember clearly because it resurfaced in the early days of my relationship with David. ‘Duck…’ she said to me solemnly, as we ate chicken and mushroom pie with peas and gravy for supper. ‘Duck, there’s only one way to make sure a boy’s family likes you, and that’s to make sure they didn’t like the girlfriend that came before you.’ It was ten years before the truth of that became apparent to me.




*





This is what I remember most clearly about the early days of David: the way he looked at me after we made love. He liked to lie on his back after sex, one arm behind his head. I would lie on top of him and rest my chin on his chest. He would stare at me, his gaze both thoughtful and possessive. I would tip my head back as I stared at him in return, moving it a little from side to side to enjoy the brush of my hair across my bare shoulders. Sometimes, he would massage my scalp, rubbing his fingertips hard against it. The light through my half-closed curtains gave the room a greenish glow, as if we were underwater. We could stare at each other endlessly like that, hardly talking, just gazing, as if we had never looked at each other properly before, as if we were trying to work out precisely who it was we had made love to.


Weekend afternoons were our favourite time – whole great rested hours together, our working weeks forgotten, white sky and winter weather outside and us, heedless of the cold and the rain and the people going past in the street outside my flat, heedless of the whole existence of other people’s lives. It was always he who had to say, eventually, ‘Fancy a coffee?’ or ‘We should go out and eat.’ Left to me, we would have slipped into the night like that, careless of all other bodily needs, in the subtle grip of that lethargy. I had no sense that our time together, naked and sated, could ever end – or that something so easy, so natural, was granted to me only for the present while, mortal.
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There is a look that a certain sort of man gives a woman before he has had sex with her but never after. I wonder where they learn this look, those men, whether it is something they are born with, or acquired behaviour. I wonder how cynical it is, if they even know they are doing it – my guess, from my limited experience, is that they do. David knew he was doing it, although I don’t believe it was cynical: it was more an instinctive reaction to a woman he found attractive, that intent, expressionless stare.


It was in a pub, our first meeting. I was there with a group of other physiotherapy students one of whom, called Carole, was weeping copiously because her boyfriend hadn’t shown up and she was sure he was seeing someone else. She left mid-evening, and the boyfriend came in not long after, with two friends. The boyfriend was David.


I saw him as soon as he came in the door – tall, dressed in a heavy coat that bulked out a neat frame. His hair was dark and needed washing. One of the other girls I was with knew who he was and nudged me saying, ‘Look, that’s him, Carole’s boyfriend. He’s such a jerk,’ but I was already looking.


While he was at the bar, we discussed him. He was public property, after all. Carole’s tears were the sauce with which he had been served and we had a right – no, an obligation – to pass judgement.


‘Not bad…’ I said, sipping my pint of lager top.


The others disagreed.


‘Too confident,’ said Abbie.


‘I can’t bear men like that, Carole should dump him,’ declared Rosita.


David finished buying a round for himself and his mates and only then did he look around the pub and see us, sitting in the corner. Abbie waved frantically. David and his two friends sauntered over, so laid-back they were almost visibly bending at the knees. As they neared our table, Abbie thrust her chest out and said in a sing-song voice, ‘She’s gone, you know. You’ve left it too late. She’s furious.’


David shrugged, and pulled up a stool, then folded himself down on to it, opposite me. He nodded. I nodded back. We were not of an age where either of us would do anything so uncool as introduce ourselves. Abbie flopped back on the bench seat. ‘Bloody hell…’ she muttered, apropos of nothing.


We spent the rest of the evening around the small wooden table. The pint glasses piled up: the girls bought each other rounds and the boys bought their own. There was little in the way of shared conversation – the table stood between us like a demarcation line. That was the way relationships with the opposite sex were in those days; careful displays of mutual indifference punctuated by infrequent, clumsy sex. We talked about sex all the time amongst our peer groups, of course, but when any of us actually did it, we took care to reassure the person concerned, our friends and ourselves, that it was nothing personal.


The barman called time and a moment later strode over to our table and reached behind my head for the bank of light switches on the wall above me, flicking on a whole row with a single swooping gesture of his hand. Repulsed by the sudden fluorescence, we all started, like vampires at an unexpected dawn. Vanity amongst us girls was socially acceptable, so the three of us scrambled to our feet, dragging coats up our arms, winding scarves around our necks, flicking our hair, while the boys scooped up their pints with affected casualness. The lighting laid bare the grubbiness of the table we were sitting at – the empty crisp packets half-folded in the ashtray, the sticky circles on the table’s shiny surface. When I eased myself out from behind the table, I could feel that the carpet beneath my thin shoes was soggy. I was already thinking of the essay I had to finish by Monday, on anterior and posterior tibials. I wanted to get back to the house I shared with Abbie and two other students. I wanted a cup of tea and my lumpen single bed.


I was the first outside. David followed close behind. ‘You’d better give me your number, then,’ he said, as if we were concluding a previous conversation. Close to me, his voice low, I detected a Welsh lilt. It made him sound older than the boys I knew, more experienced.


I stopped and looked at him. Up until that moment, neither of us had given any indication that we were interested in one another. He stared back at me, his gaze both purposeful and blank, and in one deliberate, hot-eyed moment did the work of a whole evening’s worth of flirting. It was a bold gesture and I knew it for what it was. I also knew it was quite beyond most other boys our age. I was impressed.


I did what I was supposed to do. I returned the stare for a couple of seconds, acknowledged it, then looked to one side with a hint of embarrassment, as if I was flattered but caught off-balance, intrigued but a little nervous. I glanced at the ground, which made my hair tumble in front of my face. As I looked up again, I had to push my hair back with one hand and play with it a bit to get it to stay behind my ear. When I eventually looked at David, he was smiling at me. I smiled back. God you’re cheap, Laura, I thought.


He stuck his hand into the inside pocket of his bulky coat and pulled out a biro. I took it from him, then took hold of the hand, twisted the palm upwards and wrote my number on the fleshy part of his thumb. He winced melodramatically. While I was engaged in this, the others piled out behind us. They gathered around, watching, blowing white clouds of breath into the cold. When I had finished, Abbie grabbed my elbow and pulled me away. ‘What was that about?’ she hissed.


I shrugged as we strolled off, arms linked.


‘Hey! Don’t you want my number?’ David called after me brazenly.


The other girls were close either side of me, hustling me off. I turned. Walking backwards, I called out to him, grinning, ‘Well, you’ll call if you want to, won’t you?’ He was staring after me, still smiling.


Abbie pulled me back round again. ‘Carole will bloody kill you.’


‘Not if you don’t tell her,’ I said. ‘And anyway, he doesn’t belong to Carole, does he?’


‘I can’t believe you were flirting with David!’


I hadn’t even asked his name. That’s how little interest I had succeeded in showing during the evening. Oh, I was pleased with myself.


David. I lay on my poorly sprung bed that night, wide awake, with the orange streetlight glimmering through the thin brown curtains and the shouts of the Saturday drunks ringing softly in the streets around our house. So it was David. I thought of how I had risen from the table that evening, in the cold glare of the fluorescent light, while he was still seated on the stool opposite me. I had to push past his shoulder to get by – my hip had grazed his shoulder. He had not leaned away to make room for me to pass. He had sat completely still. And I had pushed against him, slowly and deliberately. My body had asked his body a question. David. He had my number but I didn’t have his. All I could do was wait.
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He never called and I didn’t see him again for over two years. I heard news of him from time to time, and whenever I heard his name in conversation, I felt that small folding motion in my stomach and had to be careful not to ask questions or react. David had made it up with Carole. David and Carole had split up. A group of engineering students, him amongst them, had nearly got expelled from the university because of some prank involving a concrete mixer. One of them had hot-wired it and they had set it going then been unable to brake as it headed towards the riverbank. They had to jump for their lives. Two local cops were standing on the bridge watching as they waded ashore.


I had two boyfriends during my final year of study but I was going through the motions. Neither of them measured up to the one with the stare – or rather, neither of them measured up to my daydreams of him.




*





After I graduated, I stayed on at the Royal Infirmary to do my probationary year. Most of my fellow students went off to more glamorous cities but I needed to be able to visit Mum. She was in a nursing home on the outskirts of our home town, thirty miles away – I couldn’t afford to be further from her than that. She could still walk with a delta frame, just, and her physio was getting her to do four hundred yards twice a day. Her larynx was going, though, and I was trying to persuade her to use audio feedback. I went twice a week, three times when I could. The home was good. ‘Be nice to yourself,’ the receptionist always said to me, as I left, smiling brightly, my wave brisk and my eyes glittering.
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It was at a house party – a twenty-fifth birthday for a friend of a friend. I only went because I was feeling miserable about Mum and forcing myself to do things I didn’t want to do: the TENS machine principle of pain relief. During childbirth, we give women a small machine with two adhesive pads and suggest they electrocute themselves at the base of the spine during each contraction, on the basis that it will take their minds off the excruciating pain in their abdomens. I tried it with Betty. It didn’t work for me. David said I might as well have got him to kick me on the shins. As my mother’s health had deteriorated, I made myself go out to the sort of merry social occasions I disliked more and more often.


I arrived early. There were only half a dozen other people there, none of whom I knew. Half an hour, I thought, then I’m off. Then I saw him. Yes, it was definitely him.


The sitting room was over-lit. There was nowhere to hide while I observed him. I busied myself with extracting a glass of wine from one of those boxes with a plastic spout and a button that invites you, prophetically, to Depress Here. I talked animatedly to the other people that I didn’t know in the hope that he would recognise me if I stood there long and conspicuously enough. Covertly, I managed to observe that he was with a short blonde woman. He had to stoop to hear her when she spoke.


If there had been enough other people there, I might have spent the whole evening circling him but the party didn’t seem likely to fill up and I knew I couldn’t hang around for long with no one else to talk to, so, emboldened by awkwardness, I went over and stood in front of him. He looked at me expectantly, with no flicker of recognition. The short blonde woman stared at me. I leaned towards him and said, ‘Sorry, aren’t you a friend of Carole’s?’


‘Carole…’ he said, turning from his companion, who responded by turning away from him with a degree of ostentation and beginning an animated conversation with someone behind her.


He pursed his lips and furrowed his brows. ‘Now… oh God…’ he groaned rolling his eyes. ‘Carole. That Carole.’


I exhaled, laughingly, as if I knew the whole story.


‘Carole,’ he said, shaking his head, ‘she was mad, wasn’t she?’ His accent was slightly more pronounced than I remembered. Later, he confessed that he instinctively accentuated it when he met people for the first time. It was a useful conversation point when he was chatting up women and a way of testing men. There was nothing made his hackles rise more than an Englishman taking the mickey out of his accent.


‘Er, yes.’


‘And you were her friend?’


‘For a bit, yes.’ I took a gamble. ‘I used to hear all about you.’


He groaned again. ‘Well, that’s blown my chances of ever shagging you.’


At this point, Shorty chose to re-appear at his elbow. She placed her hand lightly on his forearm and smiled at me.


I lifted my wine glass, ‘Well…’


As I walked back to the drinks table, David followed. ‘I remember you…’ he said. ‘Abbie.’


I shook my head and reached for a bottle on the table. ‘Keep trying.’


He screwed up his face. ‘God, now I really have no chance.’


I turned to survey the room and spoke to him out of the corner of my mouth. ‘Try a different tack.’


He was surveying the room as well, as if we were spies trying not to acknowledge each other too obviously. Shorty had her back to us but the two women she was talking to in the corner were staring at me.


‘Will you marry me?’ he said.


‘That’s certainly different,’ I acknowledged, dipping my glass in his direction.


I am sure that at that stage he still didn’t remember our first meeting in the pub – although later he claimed he did – not even when he turned his back on the women glaring at us from the corner, looked down at me where I was half-perched on the edge of the table, and gave me that slow, deliberate stare.


I looked to one side. I should have waited for him to speak, but I was both too nervous and too sure of myself. ‘Are you still in engineering?’ I asked.


It was too ordinary a question. Immediately, I lost him. ‘I’m working at a pen factory on the coast,’ he replied, his voice flat, routine. He could have been talking to anyone.


‘Hennett’s? I grew up near there,’ I said quickly.


‘My family all live near Eastley. Well actually, they are Eastley. I’ve got a big family. Half of Aberystwyth lives in Eastley now.’


‘I grew up behind the Recreation Ground, the new estate, lots of pebbledash, the one with…’ I was gabbling. Despite our discovery that we had grown up in neighbouring towns, I sensed that his attention was elsewhere. He glanced around the room. Suddenly, it was full of people. The party had begun.


‘I’d better…’ he said, raising his glass and nodding towards the other side of the crowded room, where his short girlfriend was invisible behind the sudden influx of partygoers. I could think of no excuse to detain him. Never mind, I thought. Give it half an hour, then get your coat on and go up to him and ask for his number, suggest a coffee or something, just casually. That way, if he makes you feel like a prannet you can get out straight away.


I went to the kitchen. I gave it half an hour, then I got my coat on – green wool, with a belt – and returned to the sitting room. Someone had dimmed the lights. I pushed through the people, ‘Sorry… sorry…’ When I couldn’t find him, I pushed through them again. ‘Sorry…’ The sitting room was crowded but small. There was no doubt. He had gone.




*





Two years later, I was fully qualified but discovering that my school careers’ adviser had been right about one thing: posts as newly qualified physios were hard to come by. In the end, I got a job in a small unit at the local hospital of my home town. I didn’t really want to move back home but my radius of opportunity was limited while Mum was still in the care home. I had a dim sense that some time in the future I would move back to my university town, which had things like nightclubs and cinemas, and resume the life of a normal single person. In the meantime, rent in my old town was cheap. I got a whole bedsitting flat to myself five minutes from the esplanade for what I was paying for a room in a shared house when I was a student.


It was autumn – the town was unexpectedly golden, that year. It had been a good summer and holiday trade was up. There were optimistic reports in the local newspaper amidst talk of building a pier. Most seaside towns lament their tacky tourist image. We aspired to it. I was thinking of how I should make the effort to get out more. My life post-Mum was distant, indistinct, and I was vaguely aware that I was using it as an excuse. I had a nice bunch of friends at the clinic and we went out drinking once in a while. I still saw a man I thought of as my university boyfriend, Nick, who came over every other weekend but was due to move up north soon to take up a teaching post. My life was comfortably suspended between that of a student and that of the woman I imagined I would be in some misty future elsewhere, but only if the future was the one who took the initiative. I wasn’t unhappy, just apathetic.


I was writing up some notes in my office when there was a light tap at the door. It was Mary, one of our occupational therapists. ‘Can you take my four o’clock?’ she said. ‘The school have just called.’ She already had her mac on. She was only halfway in the door and drumming her fingers on the edge of it, impatient to be off. Mary annoyed me – we were constantly making allowances for her childcare crises. Later, of course, I changed my tune on that issue, but that afternoon, I lingered long enough over my answer to give her a moment’s doubt over whether I had been the right person to choose. ‘I was really hoping to finish this lot…’ I waved my hand vaguely over the papers on my desk, half of which were completed already. In truth, I wasn’t busy that day. When Mary tapped on my door, I had been thinking about whether or not I should join a dance class of some sort to keep fit. Flamenco, perhaps. I had been picturing my hand movements and wondering how long it took to get good enough to wear a frilly dress and those severe eyebrows. The Town Hall did Ceroc every Tuesday but I fancied something a bit more dramatic. With flamenco, it wouldn’t matter that I didn’t have a partner, presumably. I could concentrate on clapping.


‘Jamie’s off,’ said Mary, although she was too proud to allow a pleading note to creep into her voice, like most of us would have done, in her position.


I sighed, shrugged. ‘All right then, tell your four o’clock where I am.’


‘Thanks,’ she said, stepping into the office and handing me the folder which she had ready in the other hand.


While she retreated, I pushed my papers to one side and laid the folder down. I opened it and glanced at the registration form: David Needham.


There was another light tap. ‘Come in,’ I said.


I had the impression that he stooped slightly as he entered, although of course he wasn’t taller than the door frame – it was more a gesture of politeness, as if he knew he’d been fobbed off on me and was apologising for how much of him there was to fob.


I glanced up and thought immediately, oh, it’s him, but again, he showed no sign of recognising me. Why should he? It was our third meeting in four years. He moved towards the chair in front of my desk but I gestured towards my examination table, which had a fresh sheet of paper on it. I looked down at his file as I said, ‘Would you remove your shirt for me, please?’


He sat on the edge of the examination table and removed his shirt slowly while I watched. When he had taken it off, he stood up, took a step towards the chair in front of my desk and tossed the shirt over the back of it, then went back to the examination table and sat on the edge of it again, all without looking in my direction. His nipples were dark brown, and taut in the cool of my office. He had a thick mass of chest hair that tapered towards his belly button. He sat up very straight, holding his stomach in. I had noticed over my years of examining patients that men did that every bit as much as women. ‘Is that how you sit when you’re at your desk?’ I asked, allowing a note of scepticism in my voice.


‘Well, I work at a drawing board,’ he said, a little defensively, meeting my gaze. ‘It’s difficult not to hunch.’


I looked down at his records and asked him some questions, then we went through the usual routine; stand in front of me, hands on hips, bend forward and back, then from side to side… My women patients usually respond well to this, understanding what I need and wanting to be helpful, whereas men are embarrassed by it, unused as they are to being observed. David, however, did not look embarrassed. He met my gaze steadily – it was hard not to take this as a challenge.


‘Would you mind lying on your front while I examine you?’ I gestured towards the bed. I stayed seated while he lay down, then said, ‘Actually, I think it’s better if we do this on the chair. Sorry. Would you mind?’ He raised his head. I indicated the chair. ‘Sorry,’ I said again.


He sat up. ‘Should I put my shirt back on?’ There was a hint of irritation in his voice.


I paused. ‘Not just yet.’


As he walked to the chair, I rose from behind my desk. ‘Do you do much sport?’


‘Football sometimes,’ he said. ‘Walking, does that count?’


‘Depends how fast you walk. I think it would be a good idea to tape your back.’


‘Tape it?’


‘Sit up straight, shoulders here.’


I positioned myself behind the chair, rested my hands lightly on his shoulders and pulled them backwards, so he was in the correct posture. ‘We aren’t designed to sit, I’m sure the occupational therapist has told you. We’re designed to lie down, stand and squat, that’s it. Sitting isn’t natural and if you slump like you do… I’ve checked your neck and your shoulder girdle; now I want to take a look at your joints. Would you raise your arms please?’


I get sleepy in the afternoons if my office is warm so I always keep it a little too cold for patients. He had goose pimples on his upper arms. His biceps were taut – he must have weight- trained at some stage.


‘How’s my posture generally?’


‘Terrible, but that’s common with tall people. I’m going to check your soft tissue.’


He had a lot of fine dark hairs across his shoulders and back. They were quite curly, which surprised me because the hair on his head was almost straight. There was a substantial scattering of white amongst the black: a premonition, as it turned out. He was to go grey not long after Betty was born. ‘Okay, you can put your shirt back on now.’


He looked at me as I went back behind my desk and picked up my biro. ‘I thought you were going to tape my back.’


I looked back at him as he picked up his shirt from the back of the chair and pushed his arms into the sleeves, shrugging it on to his shoulders. ‘You’re very hairy,’ I said.


‘Thank you,’ he replied with a smile.


I smiled back. ‘It wasn’t a compliment, Mr Needham, it was an observation. Before I can tape you, I need you to go home and shave. I can tape your shoulder blades in place and it will improve your posture, but it’s sticky tape. When you take it off, it will be like ripping a plaster off.’


He pulled a face. ‘How much of this tape do you put on?’


I stood up again, slowly this time, and walked around the desk that stood between us. He stared at me, not yet the hot-eyed stare but something that was moving towards it, something that was observing me. I walked toward him. He was silent. I stood behind his chair, and paused for a moment. Then I lifted my hands and placed them lightly on his shoulders – very lightly. He had stopped buttoning his shirt mid-way and was quite still. It was an office shirt, a blue one, short-sleeved, the optimistic remnant of a summer wardrobe. Even though I had already touched his naked torso, there was something about the firmness of his shoulders through his clothing that was almost unbearably arousing. I loved his shoulders, not too broad, but sinewy. For a man who claimed not to exercise there wasn’t an ounce of fat on him. I rested my hands there for a minute, then let them dribble down his shoulder blades, fingers splayed, as if they were two cascades of water. ‘I place two strips here, going from top to bottom of your shoulders, like bra straps…’ I paused. He didn’t move or speak. I wanted him to turn around in his chair, put his arms tight around my waist and bury his face in my stomach – no, more, I wanted him to push me back on to the examination table and raise my skirt. My God, I thought, I’m sexually harassing a patient. ‘Then I take another piece, and get you to sit upright, in a good posture, and I place it horizontally across here.’ I drew a line from one imaginary strap to the other with the tip of my finger.


‘Will this involve my nipples at all?’ he asked quietly.


Phew, I thought. Now – technically speaking – he is sexually harassing me.


‘Your nipples are quite safe,’ I said quietly. I paused, removed my hands from his back, then walked back behind my desk.


He watched me but didn’t speak. I sat and made a note on his file, acutely aware of how intently he was looking at me, and aware that neither of us was attempting a wisecrack of any sort. It was stalemate. In the formal scheme of our relationship – patient and physiotherapist – I was in the position of power, but it was as if we were now balanced precariously on either end of a see-saw, each of us waiting for the other to shift their weight. I sensed it was up to me to indicate whether or not I would welcome a further advance on his part.


I closed his file. ‘I sometimes shave patients myself,’ I said. ‘It’s quite difficult to reach your own back and you’re very hairy. Do you have anyone at home who could do it for you?’


He pulled a face, lifted his hands to show me his palms were empty, then let them drop. ‘No one.’


‘Neither do I,’ I said quickly, drawing breath immediately afterwards. Strictly speaking, that was not a piece of information that he needed.


His smile seemed to take about five minutes and stretch from one wall of my office to the other. His teeth were neat and white.


I was twirling the biro between my fingers as we looked at each other. All at once, it slipped my grasp and somersaulted across the desk. I made a clumsy attempt to grab at it.


‘Do you often drop your biro?’ he asked, still smiling.


‘How’s the pen factory?’ I said.


‘Great,’ he said. ‘I’ve been promoted. I get free pens. I’ll get you some if you like. You obviously lose them quite a lot.’


‘Why didn’t you call?’ I asked. ‘Is that a euphemism?’


‘The pens? Absolutely. Why did you run off?’ he replied. ‘You’re always running off.’


‘I didn’t,’ I said, hunting self-consciously for the biro amongst my paperwork.


‘You did,’ he said, ‘but if you shave my back I’ll forgive you. Let’s do it at your place. Maybe we should go now.’


‘My place is a mess.’


‘I’ll help you tidy up.’


I sat back in my seat and looked at him. How had this happened?


We looked at each other then he said, his voice thoughtful and soft, almost as if he was talking to himself, ‘You’re so slender. I’d probably snap you like a twig.’


His smile died – he stared at me, that unmistakable, brown-eyed stare. I felt my lips part, almost imperceptibly. I looked away. I smiled at the wall, then looked back and, yes, of course, he was smiling too and I felt dizzy with lust, wildly happy and very confused. ‘Your front teeth are slightly longer than your canines,’ I said. ‘Has anyone ever told you that?’


‘Is that good or bad?’


I finally located the biro, which had managed to slip between two sheets of paper. I made another note, closed his file, then looked at him and said something I had wanted to say to him ever since we first met that time in a pub, all those years ago. ‘My name is Laura.’
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