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One


Dora pushed the button, and the sun and the moon and the stars and the planets began to revolve gracefully in their orbits. Their smiling faces turned towards her and away again as they moved to the tinkly music:


Twinkle twinkle little star


How I wonder what you are


Up above the world so high


Like a diamond in the sky


Round and round they went, those smiles that never changed. How little it took to amuse a baby. She turned aside and carried on sorting through the jumpsuits. What a pile she had, anybody would think there’d be several weeks’ worth here. Anybody who hadn’t had a baby, that is. Such colours! Everything the rainbow could offer, and more. Yellow with navy edgings, red striped with turquoise…none of that girly pink and white nonsense. You had to have mimsy colouring to wear mimsy colours. Why were girl babies always assumed to have blonde hair and blue eyes?


Pity about the orange one. She should have asked for it back, she really should. Too late now.


The sun and the moon and the stars and the planets, and the tinkly music, slowed and came to a stop.


‘Again?’ Once was never enough, it only made the listener want more. Not that Jo was in any position to give a clear yes or no, but Mummy wouldn’t mind watching another few turns of the mobile she’d spent such a time tracking down, the only one that could possibly go with this room. She pushed the button. As the heavenly bodies began to dance to the music of the spheres, she twitched the space rocket rug a centimetre or so closer to the cot. She’d have to hoover that rug tomorrow. The rest of the house could go hang, but no dust could be allowed to rest on that. Or on anything else in here.


She ran a finger around the edges of the nappy changing table. Not a speck of dust. But how could there be, considering how often she wiped it.


The grinning little-green-man-from-Mars clock caught her eye. She could hardly blame him, he’d been trying to get her attention for the last five minutes. ‘Twenty past ten, get going or you’ll be late,’ he was saying.


‘OK, OK,’ she muttered. Couldn’t he see she just didn’t feel like an hour at the ice rink followed by lunch at the rowdiest pizza place in Oxford? Hm. Well, even she was allowed to be ill from time to time. But it was perhaps a bit late for ringing and pretending she’d got a cold, and Jim and Jenny would be disappointed if their Saturday didn’t happen as normal. And if she let her nephew and niece down this time, she might let them down next time, and then where would it end?


‘OK Jo, time to go.’ She lifted the midnight blue tin out of the cot and held it up at eye-level. A stuck-on ‘J’ made out of silver stars came into view as she turned it slowly around, then an ‘O’. Other stars shone in the background, a coloured universe of them arranged in swirly, galactic shapes. Not bad for one who’d had less artistic ability than an armadillo when she was at school.


‘Right then, I won’t be long. Be good, and I might read you a story when I get back.’


She kissed the tin, put it back in the cot, and tiptoed out.


Dora turned away from the window. If she didn’t answer her brother’s question soon, the air in this room would solidify into lead.


‘Yes, Steve’s coming for lunch tomorrow,’ she said at last.


‘Ah,’ he said.


‘“Ah,” what?’


‘Just “ah.”’


‘An “ah” from you is never just an “ah”, Syd. Especially when it’s about Steve.’


‘Oh, Dozza, Dozza,’ he said, putting his hand on her shoulder, ‘you know you’re going to let him come back. Do it now and get it over with.’


‘The room, Syd, the room. Jo’s room gives him the creeps, remember?’


‘Yes, I know, I know. But can’t two people who still care about each other sort something out, for God’s sake?’


‘Syd, look, we’ve said all this a million times. Go and see what the kids are up to, will you? We’ll miss the bus at this rate.’


He grunted something. She couldn’t make out whether he was commenting on the time his children were taking to get ready to go skating, or the state of her life, but he did go to the door into the hallway and shout upstairs to Jenny and Jim.


You can’t go on like this. Funny that Syd hadn’t said that, the one thing she might have expected him to come out and say.


Three years, five months and five days since Jo died. Long enough for many people to ‘get over it’. Sensible people, like Steve. But for others, time didn’t move on in a sensible straight line, it did strange relativistic tricks. Backward somersaults, for instance. It could have happened to anybody. It wasn’t your fault. Christ, if she had a pound for all the times she’d been told that.


She turned back to the window. Syd was lucky, having this view of Port Meadow, not to mention the odd drowsy spire. Still, he only really got his view in winter. By summer the leaves on the tree next door would be blocking most of it. Not much of winter left now, with February almost over. It would soon be summer and the wasps would be waking up. Bugger summer, with its wasps and leafy trees. And birds.


That bird that morning. That bird in the chestnut tree outside the bedroom window, singing its bloody little heart out while she sat on the floor waiting for the ambulance. Waiting, waiting, milk pouring out of her, spreading in huge stains all over Steve’s old DIY shirt. And with something in her arms that wouldn’t respond to the kiss of life, just wouldn’t respond. She was doing it wrong, she must have been, she did everything wrong. Oh God. Oh God God God—


Her arms were wrapping themselves around her so tight that she was having trouble breathing. Having a photographic memory was bad. Having a photographic memory was very, very, bad. She breathed in, breathed out, let her arms drop to her sides – and then the sound of a couple of elephants thundering down the stairs hit her ears. Jim and Jenny were coming. Thank God for Jim and Jenny, the two people in the world who could drown out any thoughts she’d rather not be thinking.


She didn’t break children, not running, jumping, laughing children who had a firm hold on this world, she only broke babies. And only babies she’d given birth to.


She breathed in and out again. She was doing a lot of breathing, for a Saturday morning.


‘Dozzaaa!’ Jenny’s warning cry as Dora went into the hall reached her just in time. She parried Jim’s rugby tackle, and all three were wrestling on the floor, Jim’s head in Dora’s pretend arm-lock, when Syd appeared from the kitchen.


‘That was Tommy on the phone,’ he said.


‘Oh? I didn’t hear it ring.’ But who would, when they were taking a trip down memory lane?


‘Well, it did. She’s going to try to get to Astronomical Club tonight, and – wait for it – she just might be bringing the brother.’


‘Ah, so the leprosy’s cleared up.’


‘Leprosy’s nasty, it doesn’t clear up,’ pronounced Jenny.


‘Has Tommy’s brother got lepossy?’ said Jim, his eyes round. Then: ‘What’s lepossy?’


‘Miss Ross to you,’ said Syd. ‘She’s your teacher, don’t forget.’


‘I was only joking, Jim,’ said Dora. ‘It’s just that for all we’ve seen of this brother since he’s been staying at Tommy’s, you’d think he’d got some terrible disease. Or that he was a pretend brother, like that little friend you used to have.’


‘Bernie’s real.’


‘Yes, of course he is, sorry. He’s gone to live in America, hasn’t he.’


Jim nodded, a stern look on his face.


‘You are coming tonight, I take it? According to the forecast, visibility’s going to be great.’


‘I don’t know, Syd. I’m feeling a bit provisional, I might be coming down with something.’ God, Syd, don’t try to take me out of myself, please!


‘Well, don’t decide now, see how you feel after skating and lunch.’


‘OK, OK.’ I know how I’ll feel, Syd. I know.


‘So, these friends of yours,’ said Tom, swigging down the last of his coffee, ‘what have you told them about me, exactly?’


‘I’ve given them the line we agreed, of course,’ said Tommy, fixing him with one of her elder-sister looks. Fond though he was of her, those looks were a bit much sometimes from one who was his elder by only ten minutes. ‘You resigned from teaching at a school in Uxbridge before Christmas and you’re staying with me for a bit, while you see if there’s a future in writing teaching manuals,’ she went on as she began to stack her breakfast things in the sink. ‘You can’t think I’ve told them any more than that, surely.’


‘No, I don’t,’ said Tom, suppressing a sigh. The ‘line we agreed’ was the truth, after all, at least in the sense that none of it was false. He looked into his empty mug. Did he want more coffee? Not really. Then again, maybe he did. Jesus, should it be this hard to make a decision about coffee? This astronomical club tonight, on the other hand, that was an issue maybe worth dithering about. Did he want to stand in a field with these friends of Tommy’s? The divorced teacher – why were there so many teachers in the world? – and the sister who was in some sort of admin job with the University? Capella would shine just as brightly from Tommy’s garden. Oh hell, he couldn’t skulk at Tommy’s indefinitely, never meeting any of her friends, especially this Syd Clayton and his sister who were practically Tommy’s neighbours.


‘Hey, you’ll be late for the bus,’ said Tommy. ‘Or are you changing your mind about going skating?’


‘No, no, I’m going,’ he said, getting up.


As he was leaving the kitchen, Tommy shot after him: ‘You are going skating, are you? You’re not sneaking up to Uxbridge by any chance?’


‘I’m not a complete fool, Tommy.’


He didn’t wait to hear what she might reply to that.


The bus was late. There were restive mutterings in the small queue, but at the head of it, a woman and two children, a boy and a slightly older girl, were playing I-Spy. ‘I spy with my little eye something beginning with…M,’ said the boy.


M. Of all the letters in the alphabet, he had to pick that one.


‘M for…mud,’ said the girl, pointing at the gutter. The boy shook his head.


‘M for mist?’ said the woman.


That was pushing it. The morning mist had all but cleared.


‘M for me’ turned out to be the answer, to the groans of the girl and the woman. At that moment the bus appeared.


The bus was pretty full. Tom had to take a seat next to the woman. The two children were immediately in front. He felt like tapping the boy on the shoulder and saying, ‘Actually, it’s M for Melanie.’ What you could see in your mind’s eye didn’t count, though, only what was actually around you. He put his hand in his jacket pocket and fingered his mobile phone. What if he phoned Mel and suggested meeting? There was nothing stopping him taking the London bus up to Uxbridge for an hour or so, despite what he’d said to Tommy. Tommy wouldn’t even need to know.


No, he couldn’t. Two months it might be, but it was still too soon. If they were seen, rumours would start to fly. Things could become difficult for her. That was the whole point of his being here and not there, damn it.


‘Stop that, both of you,’ said the woman, leaning toward the children, ‘or I’ll make one of you sit here.’ What the children had said or done hadn’t registered with Tom. The woman turned to him: ‘Sorry, do you mind swapping seats so that I can be next to the aisle? It might make it easier.’ She jerked her head towards the children by way of explanation.


‘Not at all,’ he said, getting up. Striking woman, he observed as they changed seats. As they sat down, though, he couldn’t help noticing the state of her fingernails. They were chewed right down to the quick.


For the remainder of the journey, from his new vantage point by the window, Tom looked out at the passing streets of Oxford. Was he right to have come here, to be staying with a teacher sister and be faced with meeting her teacher friends? He could have gone back to St Andrew’s, back where he could walk for miles without seeing a soul. He could have slipped back into boyhood, to the time he’d first discovered that astronomy was the perfect antidote to the manse, the dour house that he was forced to call home. He could have gazed up at Capella, the perfect star, the one who looked down at you from the heights of heaven when you looked up, straight up, on the coldest, darkest nights of winter.


But St Andrew’s would have been so far from Mel…


Where were they heading? An A-level student and a thirty-seven-year-old man who should only ever have been her teacher: what in the name of God was going to come out of all this?


Dora never went anywhere without a book in her bag, the sort of book that could take her far, far away. This morning it was the latest Terry Pratchett, and she pulled it out after plonking herself down in her usual spot in the middle of the spectator area on the town side of the rink. She didn’t open the Pratchett straight away. Instead, she let her eyes be filled with the twirling and whirling of scores of bodies. ‘Sort something out,’ Syd had said. What he meant was do what Steve wanted: redecorate the room, get rid of the outer space stuff and do a completely new theme, like the teddy bears’ picnic or God knew what, so that they could have another baby.


It would be good for you. No, to be fair to Syd, he’d never said that, and neither had Steve. They’d thought it, though. Everybody had. Do it now before it’s too late, they were all thinking.


Forty-three last birthday. Still fertile, just. But not much time left.


Jim went by, racing a boy from his class whom he’d met on the way in. ‘Not too fast, boys,’ she called, but with the noise in here there wasn’t a hope of their hearing her.


Where was Jenny? Ah, there she was, with a couple of other girls, watching that older girl in the tutu practicing pirouettes. What made a person want to subject her eyeballs to that much centripetal force?


‘Can you see yours?’


Dora jumped. A woman had materialised two seats along, a perky-looking woman some years younger than herself, in immaculate jeans and a bright red parka. On the seat right next to Dora was a car seat. A baby car seat, the smallest size, with a carrying handle. So that make was still on sale. With a sleeping baby thrown in? Or had the stork brought this one.


The baby’s red grobag was spotless. Not the slightest gob of milky dribble anywhere. It went well with the navy and red cover of the car seat.


Breathe normally, Clayton. There are countless millions of babies in the world, this is another of them. None of them are your responsibility.


Three years five months and five days. It might as well be three weeks, three days, three seconds.


‘I can never see mine – oh, there they are,’ said the woman. She waved at two girls who were going slowly past, holding hands, the smaller one barely lifting her skates from the ice. ‘Be careful, Katie! Hold onto her, Lauren!’


I can see mine, too. Day and night, I can see her.


A white oblong object, baby-sized, in the arms of a woman in a blue nurse’s overall. ‘Here’s your daughter to see you, Miss Clayton.’ A catch in the woman’s voice.


Here’s-your-daughter-to-see-you. Wrong way round? Or right way? Think about it some time.


This white object. How clean it smells as it’s placed in her arms, all soap and baby powder. She’d never got Jo as sanitised as this. Always a bit shitty, always a faint whiff of milky dribble. What they’ve brought her is dressed up like somebody’s idea of a baby. White nightdress, little white bonnet, towelling nappy. What have they done with her orange jumpsuit.


The nurse shows her where the buzzer is, rests a hand on her shoulder for a second, then melts away.


So this was Jo. Is Jo. Was. Is.


She put out a finger and touches a foot. The finger draws back, comes waveringly forward again, tries a toe. And another, and another. Five toes. Perfect toes. Amazing, unbelievable.


But the toes are nothing, compared to the lower lip. And the lower lip is nothing, nothing, compared to the row of tiny lashes over each closed eye.


She bends her head. Her lips brush the forehead, then each cheek. Like kissing a wren’s breast.


The milk’s leaking again. It’s soaking through her shirt onto the white nightdress. Bugger.


She’s always felt a bit of an idiot singing lullabies. But now, it comes out without effort, so naturally. ‘Twinkle twinkle little star, how I wonder what you are, up above the world so high, like a diamond in the sky.’ It comes out of her as if she’d been singing it all her life.


Well. She’s done the cuddling, she’s given the kisses, she’s sung the lullaby. That must be it, then. Only thing left to do now is reach for the buzzer.


And phone Steve in Manchester.


That nurse, calling her ‘Miss’ Clayton. Still, hardly the time or place to insist on Ms.


A whimper. A baby’s whimper, what…? Ah. The car seat. The car seat with the spanking bright red grobag.


‘Oh God, I thought we were safe for a couple of hours. I fed her just before we came out. Look, do you mind?’ said the woman beside her, the woman from another planet.


‘Of course not. Go ahead.’


‘The other two had better timing. My luck’s run out with this one,’ the woman went on, unzipping her parka and undoing the baby’s safety harness.


‘She’s beautiful. What’s her name?’ Got to do it. Got to get through this, saying the things women say.


‘Abby,’ said the woman, hoiking out a blue-veined globe of breast and attaching the baby to it. ‘She’s six weeks old today.’


‘Hello, Abby.’ Six weeks old. Six weeks. Of course, what else would she be.


Abby began feeding lustily, making little gulping noises punctuated by snuffles and snatched breaths. Dora’s breasts began to tingle. She folded her arms across them, tight.


Now what? Abby might be going for the full ten minutes a side.


Abby’s mum was gazing at Abby. Not the talkative sort when she was feeding a baby, it seemed. More a contemplator of the miracle of new life. OK. Fine. Good.


Dora gazed at the eddying skaters. She would count them, see how many she could get in twenty minutes.


Moving people weren’t the easiest of objects to count, though. She counted three men in black sweaters before realising they had identical thoughtful faces under longish brown-gold hair, and were either triplets or the same man. She had a feeling she’d seen him before, or somebody like him. Abby finished feeding, was burped and settled back into her seat, and then there was a commotion on the ice, some way away. Somebody seemed to have fallen over or been knocked into. ‘God, it’s Katie,’ said the woman, jumping up. ‘Can you keep an eye on Abby for a minute?’ She raced off before Dora had a chance to say, ‘Of course.’


‘Keep an eye’? Well, no need to take the woman literally. Dora rivetted her gaze to the rink. But she couldn’t avoid seeing the car seat out of the corner of her eye.


Don’t look. But it was like telling her pores not to sweat.


Abby was waving her arms. And she was having a good kick. Either that or she had a family of energetic mice hidden in that grobag. And – by God – she was smiling. At six weeks she will try to grasp. She will smile, kick, wave her arms.


Aah. Sweet.


Dora’s shoulders began to shake. She shoved a fist against her mouth. She couldn’t laugh, not here. Not the kind of laugh that would have the attendants calling the police.


Steve I can’t do it. I can’t have another, I’d kill it too.


Just for a change, maybe she should say it as soon as he came through the door tomorrow, not wait for it to ‘come up’ when they were making the coffee. Then he could get his sad, wistful, sideways look over with and they could talk about the things they’d drifted back into the habit of talking about. Work, people, the Government’s latest cock-up, DIY. The things people who were still vaguely married talked about, people who still cared, sort of. She did care, didn’t she? He seemed to, if she was any judge. Poor old Steve, saddled with a murderer for a wife.


Oh God, how would she do it if she had another one, a sweet smiling one like Abby here, what kind of culpable negligence would she commit? Leaving another baby in a hot room with the window closed because she hadn’t got around to doing anything about a wasps’ nest would be a bit samey. Maybe she’d wait until toddlerhood, there were so many more possibilities. Like forgetting to close stair gates, or not moving pots on cookers out of reach, or going for walks beside busy roads. No telling what she might do. No telling at all.


A yelling. A howling. What… Ah. Mum was back. And Katie was feeling sore. So was Lauren, by the look on her face.


‘Oh, Mu-um, I’ve only had ten min-utes!’ whined the sulky-looking girl.


‘God, who’d have kids,’ sighed the woman. ‘We’re going home. Next time their dad can bring them.’


How in hell have you managed not to kill them, how the bloody hell? ‘I’ll look out for Abby,’ she said. ‘A minute longer and I’d have taken her home with me.’


The woman’s eyes widened for a second, then she laughed. It was just a joke. Only what women say.


Dora watched them make their way towards the exit. Tempers seemed to be fraying fast. She could almost hear the ‘No!’ as they passed the vending machines.


Not one child, not two, but three. And all alive. How, for God’s sake?


Oh shit. She couldn’t have a day of thinking like this. She couldn’t sit alone in that house tonight like this. She pulled out her mobile. ‘Syd? I’ve decided about tonight. I’ll come. Yes, fine, I’ll stay after I’ve brought the kids back and play snakes and ladders with them. Yes, yes, I’ll have supper with you too. Bye.’ As she put her phone away, a fast-moving blur of people pulled her eyes back to the rink. Another collision?


Christ, look out, Jim!


Tom grabbed the boy’s arm and swerved sideways, pulling him out of the path of the teenager who’d taken it into his head to dart out and perform a flashy manoeuvre to impress a crowd of giggling girls. ‘Are you all right?’ he said. The child looked shaken.


‘Yeah. It was his fault. He should’ve looked where he was going.’


‘Maybe, but that wouldn’t have helped you if you’d ended up flat on your face,’ said Tom. Wasn’t this the boy from the bus? The lad didn’t seem to be recognising him, but they hadn’t really made eye contact. That lower lip jutting out – the boy was trying so hard to not cry in front of his friend. ‘What I always do is expect everybody else to act stupidly,’ Tom went on. ‘That way I don’t get hurt.’ He gave the friend a share of his smile. It wouldn’t do any harm to include him in the lesson. ‘Hey, is that somebody’s mum over there, looking worried?’


‘It’s his auntie,’ said the friend.


‘It’s Dozza – er, my Aunt Dora,’ said the boy Tom had rescued.


Tom raised a hand to the small woman with the big eyes and the dark cropped hair who was standing behind the barrier, a hand up to her mouth. This must be the boy from the bus, because that most certainly was the woman he’d been with.


‘Thanks,’ she called, raising a hand too. At least, he supposed she must have thanked him. She might only have been exercising her jaw muscles, for all he could hear above the noise in here. There was something about her. What was it, exactly?


‘OK, off you go then,’ he said to the boys. ‘Tell you what, I’ll race you to the end of the rink.’ An identical grin broke out on each upturned face, then both boys shot away. Tom left it a couple of seconds before following. He’d make sure he got there a metre or so behind them.


‘What I always do is expect everybody else to act stupidly.’ And to think he was never going to speak a hypocritical word to a child.


That girl back there in the middle of the giggling crowd: blink, and you’d think she were Mel. And this other one he was passing right now, she was Mel too. This whole rink must be full of Mel look-alikes, brought here this morning for him to skate around like the obstacles in some slalom race. That woman just now, Aunt Dora, wasn’t it obvious what he’d noticed about her? There was something of Mel about her, of course – or Mel as she’d be in twenty years or so. Same height – lack of it, rather – and same dark hair in a boyish cut, but it wasn’t so much anything physical, as a sort of aura. Touch this kind of female and you might get an electric shock. He knew that better than anybody.


Two months of being apart, as of tomorrow. Two months of furtive phone calls, texts and emails. They couldn’t go on like this. A non-stupid person would say they couldn’t go on, full stop. That they should never have started. Nobody ever listens to non-stupid people, though. Not when their fourth, or was it fifth, girlfriend has just left them because they’re an uncommunicative moody bastard, and they’re too bruised and battered to know the difference between up and down.


Little Mel Baines. Always there with a cheerful smile on a Monday morning after one of his break-ups, when all he wanted was to nurse his post-crisis hangover. Always ready with the penetrating remark about the text the class were studying, reminding him why he’d rather be doing this job than any other, hangover or no, break-ups or no. She’d never know how much he owed her. She’d been getting older, though. Moving from GCSE to AS and now to A-level. Yes, getting older all the time, getting more mature. Not a little girl any more, but a student whose remarks could make him think: best of his bunch, best of any bunch he’d had, for that matter. On course for one of the top universities, for sure. Living just around the corner from him, so what could be more natural than for him to give her a catch-up tutorial on Hamlet at his kitchen table on a Saturday morning when she’d been away from school the last day or so with a cold?


A buzzing sound. He looks up and sees a wasp hovering. No, two wasps. They must have come in through the open kitchen window. Well, it’s the time for them. It is September, after all.


‘Aah!’ she cries. ‘They’re bloody targeting me, they always do!’ She jumps up – and knocks her coffee over, sending it lapping around the pile of Year Ten poetry projects he was marking before she arrived. He jumps up and grabs the pile of marking before it’s engulfed.


‘Oh shit, shit!’ she wails, hand up to her mouth. ‘I’m so sorry, I’m really, really, sorry, I—’


‘It’s all right, Mel. No damage done.’


‘But it’s gone on the Year Ten stuff!’


‘Not much, only the edges. It’ll improve them.’


The coffee’s dripping on the floor. The wasps are struggling in the brown pool. She’s watching them drown, her face beetroot.


‘I can’t stand wasps either,’ he says, fetching the J-cloth from its hook by the sink. ‘If I had a pound for all the times I’ve done something like that, I’d have a very large pension fund by now.’


‘Now I know what it means when people say they wish the ground would open up and swallow them,’ she says, folding her arms and hunching her shoulders.


‘It’s OK, Mel. Really it is.’ He begins to mop up the coffee. What can he say to make her feel better, to make sure she doesn’t go to her room when she gets home and spend the rest of the day lacerating herself? ‘Pity about your coffee. Shall I make some more?’


‘Not for me thanks. God, I’ve never felt such a complete plonker.’


He puts down the J-cloth. ‘You’re not a plonker, Mel,’ he says, going towards her, ‘so there’s no need whatever to feel like one.’ He lays a hand on her shoulder for a second.


‘Thanks,’ she murmurs, eyes darting towards the place where his hand had rested. ‘Well, I’d better be going, you’re busy.’


‘Don’t go on my account, Mel. If it’s a choice between reading Year Ten’s witterings on Hughes and Plath and talking to you, there’s no contest.’


Stop, you fool! But this girl’s not looking embarrassed any longer, she’s looking – she’s looking—


Oh Christ.


He puts a hand on each of her arms, brings her close to him, and kisses her.


The end of the rink was coming up. He had to reconnect, haul himself back to now. ‘Well done,’ he called to the two boys. ‘Dead heat. You both beat me, anyway.’


‘I was first,’ said the boy he had saved.


‘No, I was!’ said the friend.


‘You were both first. Well, cheers. See you here again sometime.’ He glided away, weaving around the swirling knots of skaters. Wasn’t movement supposed to get you off your mental treadmill? Well, it wasn’t working today. That tutorial: the first of many. Mel had ‘liked’ him, it seemed, since the day AS levels finished and he’d given the class an impromptu party at his house. Yes, she’d liked him, but hadn’t dared show it, so that day she’d chatted and laughed with the boys instead. And he’d noticed, and felt something in him very close to jealousy, as close as a man should get who was still trying to understand and be understood by someone else.


Those tutorials. Almost a whole autumn term of them, and some of the time even spent talking about books. Until the Head found out: I’ve met some hare-brained fools since I’ve been a headmaster but you, Ross, you take the biscuit. He’d have the Head’s words engraved on his hare-brain until he died. It was a wonder he wasn’t hearing them in his sleep. Best teacher I’ve got. I despair, I really do.


‘I despair.’ I despair, you despair, he/she/it despairs. We despair, all of you despair, the whole world despairs. The simplest conjugations were the truest.







Two


‘Wow, this sky,’ breathed a woman’s reverent voice somewhere on Dora’s left. ‘I’ve never seen it so clear. Look, you can even see Orion’s bow.’


A man’s voice said something about the Winter Hexagon putting on the show of the year tonight, but the rest of his words drifted past Dora.


Oh bloody hell. Of course, the Angel Gabriel. That was who that man was, the one who rescued Jim this morning. That was where she’d seen him before: on a thousand Christmas cards. The hippy golden hair, the pensive, slightly downcast gaze… So she’d seen not only a tiny baby this morning, but the Angel of the Annunciation. Not bad going for what should have been just another Saturday.


‘How often do you see Jupiter and Saturn that close?’ said the woman who’d been so impressed by the lack of cloud cover tonight.


In February though, clouds had their advantages over clear skies: they kept your feet warm. The temperature had to be five below, if not more. Her feet were turning to ice, she had a crick in her neck, and all for the sake of some bits of old rock and blobs of gas however many millions of miles away.


You can’t go on like this. Ah, but how else can I go on?


‘So, what do you think, Dozz?’ said a voice at her side, Syd’s voice.


‘About what?’


‘About what I just said. About calling it a night before Jim runs completely riot and I’m drummed out of the club.’


‘I thought we were supposed to be meeting Tommy.’


‘She only said she might come. It’s past nine, she’s not going to make it now.’


‘OK, you round up Jim, I’ll carry on contemplating the mysteries of the universe for a moment.’


Off he went. Good old Syd, what would she ever have done without him?


‘What’s that one up there, Dad?’ said a small girl’s voice from just in front of her. A man said something, but she didn’t catch what it was. ‘No, not that one, that one,’ said the child, pointing straight up as she stepped back onto Dora’s foot.


That one? Don’t look at that one, kid, choose any star but that.


Capella. The one star she’d been trying to avoid looking at all evening. The one star she always avoided looking at.


‘That one’s Capella,’ said another man’s voice, a voice from immediately beside her.


She jumped. Where had he come from? He wasn’t there a moment ago.


She took a step away from him. Personal space was personal space, even in the dark. Especially in the dark. And especially with people who could identify Capella. Where was Syd? It was time they were off.


‘Capella, in the constellation Auriga,’ the trespassing man went on.


Capella. Capella, in the constellation Auriga. God, the way he’d said those words. Somewhere in the universe, a gear seemed to have shifted. Or was it that a door had blown open, a magic door behind which was – what?


She felt the man turn toward her. Had she parroted those words of his out loud, then? Damn.


She didn’t turn toward him, she turned slightly away. Not that her face would be anything more than a vague corporeal outline on a moonless night like this, but still.


‘What’s Owriga?’ piped the child, stepping on Dora’s foot again.


The magic door slammed shut. She wriggled her shoulders, she had to be careful. If she started fantasising about magic doors, she’d be away with the fairies.


‘Auriga’s the charioteer,’ said the man. ‘Look at him driving his chariot across the sky. Where’s he going, do you think?’


Ah, that voice. Leading you far, far away, to the unfathomable depths of the universe… If you weren’t careful.


She edged a step or so farther from the man. Please, no more, or else she was off to the other side of the field. Where was he from, though – Scotland? Ireland? If she weren’t so tone deaf that all she could recognise were nursery rhymes, she might be better at placing accents.


‘That’s not a man in a chariot,’ said a familiar treble voice. So Syd had caught Jim, and about time.


‘What do you think it looks like?’ said the man.


‘It’s a boy on a scooter.’


‘Yeah!’ said the child with the wayward feet.


‘Tom, where are you?’ called a woman’s voice, a voice not hard to place, the voice of Tommy Ross. ‘I’ve got your gloves, you left them in the car.’


‘Ah, she’s made it,’ said Syd.


So she had. And now they’d have to stay.


‘Over here,’ called Auriga’s spokesman.


This one? This was Tommy’s brother?


‘Oh, are you the brother who’s staying?’ said Syd. ‘Hello, I’m Sydney Carton and this is my sister, Dora Spenlow.’


‘Syd’s brain goes a bit Dickensian after he’s been catching up with his marking,’ she said. ‘Actually, his name’s Clayton. So is mine.’


‘Dickensian, moi?’ said Syd. ‘Our parents, surely.’


You bet, Syd, but let’s keep that to ourselves, shall we?


‘Catching up with marking?’ said Tommy, coming up to them. ‘God, tell me about it.’


Dora gave her social smile a rest – it was pretty damn useless in the dark anyway – while Tommy and Syd bantered away about how many hours was it to go before half term was over, and God-don’t-mention-it, and was there a bear with a sore head suddenly loose in this field, and if so had it paid its annual subscription to the club.


Tommy’s brother wasn’t saying anything, but he did seem to glance in her direction a couple of times. Had she come out with something about Capella just now? Hm.


‘Well, Thomas and Thomasina,’ said Syd. ‘How, er, neat.’


‘Our parents took the literal approach to naming twins,’ said Tom Ross.


As a brother of Tommy, he must be Scottish. He’d kept his accent, she hadn’t. A political statement? Well, that was his business.


‘And ours took the literary approach,’ said Syd. ‘Hey, guess the odds against finding two pairs of twins in the same Oxfordshire field on a Saturday night in the middle of February.’


‘Syd teaches maths and science,’ she said, in the vague direction of Tom Ross. If only she could say she was tired, and go. If she’d come here in her own car, she could have. Christ, was this the moment to beat herself up yet again about not having the balls to drive any more?


‘And football,’ said Syd. ‘At least I did until my knees started giving out – Jim, will you stop that!’


‘My nephew’s got a thing about drilling,’ she said. ‘Take your eyes off him for a second and before you know it he’s drilled himself to Australia.’


‘Tasmania,’ said Jim. ‘I want a biscuit.’


‘“I want a biscuit…”?’ said Tommy.


‘I want a biscuit puh-leeze,’ said Jim with a sigh.


‘In a minute,’ said Syd.


‘I want one now. I’m starving.’


‘All right, all right,’ muttered Syd. ‘I’ll take him into the hut. It is a far, far better thing…’


‘Can’t Dozza take me? She’ll let me have two.’


‘Give her a rest, Jim, she’s had a whole day of you.’


‘I’m so punch-drunk, another ten minutes hardly counts,’ she said, putting in a mock-sigh for good effect. ‘Come on, Jim.’


‘I’ve just realised I should have worn thicker socks,’ said Tom. ‘Do you mind if I come too?’


Ah. Not a question with a wide choice of acceptable answers. ‘Be my guest,’ she said, beginning to walk. ‘You won’t find the hut much warmer than out here, though,’ she went on, as he fell in beside her. ‘Schoolboy footballers and windows…well, you can fill in the rest, I gather you used to teach until recently.’


For a moment or so he didn’t reply. Then he said, ‘Yes, I can fill in the rest. Until Christmas I was teaching English and Drama at a West London comprehensive. I hadn’t expected to be walking across a school playing field again quite so soon.’


Oh? By the sound of it, he was one of the ones who couldn’t wait to get out of teaching. ‘The club meets here courtesy of the Head, who happens to be a founder member. Syd’s the secretary. He keeps nagging me to take over, and I keep saying he must be joking. The hut we meet in is the changing room – stay upwind of any old trainers you might see in there.’


‘Come on, Dozz,’ said Jim, tugging at her sleeve.


OK, OK, Jim. Sometimes conversation has to be made, as you’ll discover long before you’re my age.


‘So, Tom, are you staying at Tommy’s for long?’ she said.


‘Syd holds the club record for the Pleiades count, I gather,’ said Tom, in the same moment.


She laughed. He laughed.


‘Tommy wants to improve her score,’ he went on. ‘She’s got eight. She’ll go home happy tonight if she collects one more.’


‘What’s your score?’


He laughed again. ‘I’m not really a collector, I’m afraid.’


Jim left them without a backward glance as soon as they went into the hut, and shot off in the direction of the refreshments table. ‘Coffee or soup to thaw out your feet?’ she said, turning to Tom. ‘Oh – hello. I mean, hello properly, now that I can see you.’


The Angel Gabriel. Well, Syd, calculate the odds against that.


‘Hello,’ he said, then his smile wavered and reformed into a stare.


‘Yes, I’m the one with the nephew who wasn’t filleted this morning, thanks to you.’


‘Hey, it’s you!’ cried Jim, galloping towards them with a chocolate biscuit in each hand. ‘Can we have a race again next Saturday?’


‘Jim, don’t forget I can’t take you skating next weekend, I’m in Wales,’ said Dora.


‘Oh…nyagh! The Saturday after, then?’


‘I’ll be there, Jim. Will around eleven be OK?’ said Tom.


‘Yess!’ said Jim, beginning to caper around them.


‘Eat your biscuits, Jim,’ said Dora. ‘Now, where were we. Oh yes – coffee or soup?’


This man’s face. That dark gold hair curling around it, the serious eyes – brown, were they, or green? It was unbelievable. The jeans and parka didn’t detract one bit from the angel look. If anything, they emphasized it.


‘Soup, please,’ he said.


He was still staring at her, why? Ah. The fact that she was staring at him might have something to do with it. She turned aside, ladled out two mugs-full, and handed one to him. ‘It’s tomato, by the look of it. By the smell of it, it’s tomato plus a fair dash of additives.’


‘It’ll do. Thanks.’ He took a sip.


‘Cheers.’ She took a sip, making it last. This Gabriel didn’t seem exactly full of celestial joy. Maybe he wasn’t enjoying the annunciation business. Maybe he’d had one too many assignments recently where the woman had had to outlive the child.


‘You were on the bus this morning,’ he said.


‘So I was. And so were you,’ she said, staring at him again despite herself.


‘Do you take the children skating every weekend?’ he said.


‘Pretty well, Syd has access most weekends. After skating I give them lunch at one of the pizza places, it’s Aunt Dozza’s Saturday treat. Then later on we come here – Jim does, anyway. Jenny’s at a friend’s watching DVDs tonight, she’s already interested in a different kind of star.’


‘You don’t skate yourself?’


‘No, I don’t skate. I like to stay upright. Don’t tell me it’s easy once you know how, I’ve tried it.’


‘So you watch.’


‘That’s right. I’m good at watching.’


And not all that good at standing upright, even though she didn’t skate. ‘Upright’ was how he was standing. Not army-sergeant-stiff, just upright. Not many people could stand like that. It made him look like the tallest man here, and he couldn’t be more than five feet ten.


He was a good skater, even she could see that this morning. Smooth, flowing, perfectly balanced style, without being in any way show-off. With a body like that, people would take him for a dancer. Which might explain why he could stand so well. She shifted some of her weight from her right foot to her left, but it was almost as hopeless trying to stand properly as to stop thinking about something once you’d started.


A round red object with a tuft of green hair flew between them, hit the wall, and gave an hysterical laugh. Then a blue one with red hair followed it, and groaned as if it had heard that laugh once too often.


‘D’you like my Gigglers?’ said Jim,


‘I gave him those for Christmas,’ said Dora. ‘Sorry.’


Tom knelt down and picked them up. ‘I wish somebody would give me something like these for Christmas,’ he said, and handed them back to Jim.


How would she describe the look in those brownish-greenish eyes? Hunted, wistful? Just plain sad? It was a safe bet that he hadn’t had many presents he liked this Christmas. The Angel Gabriel wasn’t happy, he wasn’t happy at all. He was doing a spell of duty in purgatory, if not hell itself. She should know.


‘What were you talking to Miss Ross about, Dad?’ said Jim as he struggled into the pyjamas with the glow-in-the-dark skeleton on the front, the rest of Dora’s Christmas present to him.


‘Your behaviour,’ said Syd. ‘She was telling me that if she has you in her class a week longer she’ll jump out of the window.’


‘But – but Declan Potter’s much worse than me! And Lee Bishop’s appalling.’


‘He’s joking, Jim,’ said Dora, giving Syd a look. ‘They’ll have been talking about teaching, it’s what teachers talk about. They keep coming back to it, they can’t keep off it. Like ex-convicts can’t keep from going back to prison.’


‘Can I have a taste of that?’ said Jenny, eyeing the remains of Dora’s left-over Christmas scotch.


‘You had a taste last weekend,’ said Dora. ‘Ask me again in ten years.’


‘Ten years?’


‘Go to bed, kids,’ said Syd, swigging his own scotch. ‘Jen, ten years’ll go just like that. You’ll wake up tomorrow and it’ll be ten years’ time. Trust me.’


What a business family bed-time always was in this house. Well, who was she to criticize, considering the time she took over night-time rituals. Night night, sleep tight.


Ten years. Sleep-walk through it, or keep your eyes wide open and experience every day, every hour, every second: which would she choose?


When, finally, the room was quiet, Syd leaned back in his chair and massaged the back of his neck. ‘So,’ he said.


‘Not a “So,” Syd. I’d rather have an “Ah” than a “So” any day.’ She took a sip of her drink.


‘Let me know how it goes with Steve tomorrow lunchtime.’


‘I might.’


He gave her a wry look. Then he took a sip of scotch and flexed his shoulders. ‘What did you think of Tommy’s brother?’


She didn’t want to say, ‘He’s miserable.’ And she didn’t know why she didn’t want to. ‘Oh, he’s OK.’


‘Did you get any idea of how long he’s staying?’


‘I didn’t, I’m afraid.’


‘Really?’


‘Yes, I know, if I were still head-hunting I’d have got the name of his favourite breakfast cereal out of him just now, not to mention all his childhood pets. Not the smallest nook or cranny of any human being went un-interviewed. But as a matter of fact, he spent a lot of the time talking to Jim. So, he’s good with kids, that’s one thing I found out. Right, I’m off home. There’s no need to run me back this time, I’m not so decrepit I can’t walk around the corner.’


‘Sure? I’ve trained the kids not to burn the house down if I’m out for five minutes. And not to tell tales to their mum about negligent dads.’


‘Sure,’ she said, draining the last of her scotch and heaving herself to her suddenly decrepit-feeling feet.


Dora rubbed the small of her back. Backache already, at her age? Well, forty-three was only a blink of an eye away from middle age. Soon she’d be middle-aged, then she’d be old, then she’d be dead.


That twinge was right where the epidural needle went in. Which called for some sort of profound thought. Or a rapid change of subject. ‘Jo, guess who I met tonight.’


No answer.


Well, guessing games weren’t really Jo’s thing.


She propped up the panda at the foot of the cot. He was always falling over. Jo must be having a kick at him as soon as her back was turned.


That panda. Steve’s first present to Jo. To make up for being called away to the Edinburgh office the day before she was born. Too bad, that, but it could have happened to any dad.


Miles away when Jo came into this world, miles away when she left it. Some dads get a rotten deal. The number of times he’d told her to blame him, if she must blame anybody.


The panda toppled slowly sideways again as she watched. He was the only terrestrial creature in this room. Rare things, pandas. Not many left now. Maybe only this one.


Christ, if she didn’t go to bed right now she’d fall asleep on the space rocket rug. And if she did that once she’d do it again, and again, and then what would become of her? She hugged the tin, hugged it for a second or so longer than usual. She kissed the ‘J’ and the ‘O’, and put the tin back in the cot.


Only one more thing to do. Last but not least.


She pushed the button, and the sun and the moon and the stars and the planets started on their merry way as the music tinkled into the room.


Twinkle twinkle little star


How I wonder what you are


Up above the world so high


Like a diamond in the sky.


But I don’t wonder, do I. I know. You’re Capella, the nanny-goat star, also known as Amaltheia. You suckled baby Zeus when he was hidden on Mount Ida to stop his stupid jealous git of a father, Cronus, from eating him. When he grew up and became King of the Gods, grateful Zeus put you in the sky to shine down forever on people like me.


A wet-nurse. Why did you have spare milk, Capella, had one of your kids died? Did you have to watch it being carried off by an eagle, bleating? Did it help, having Zeus to nurse? Or did nothing help, ever again?




Three


Tom looked up at the grinning cow with the pendulum hanging from its udder that served Tommy for a kitchen clock. Twenty to eleven. Twenty minutes until his long Sunday morning chat with Mel. ‘I wish you’d told me all that about Dora Clayton before I met her last night,’ he said, taking a mouthful of coffee. ‘What if I’d inadvertently said something that upset her?’


‘I didn’t want you to look as if you were thinking about it,’ said Tommy. ‘She dwells on it enough as it is.’


Hm. Didn’t this sister of his know him well enough by now to realise that he was capable of keeping thoughts to himself?


Going to pick up your baby one morning and finding it dead in its cot: he just couldn’t imagine it. The mind slid off that kind of thing, it wouldn’t grip. At close quarters last night, Dora Clayton had looked older than he’d thought. Her face had a drawn look, and there were lines around her eyes. Still, was it any wonder?


‘I like Dora but I wouldn’t say I really know her,’ Tommy went on, taking a swig of her coffee. ‘You know those people who’re full of chat but sort of hard to get at? Well, she’s one of them.’


Hard to get at… So what would she have said if he’d asked her whether Capella was important to her? He’d been close to saying something of the kind in that hut last night. But if you have to ask, does it count?


‘I’m hoping she’ll open up a bit when we’re in Wales next weekend,’ said Tommy. ‘It might be good for her, because Syd thinks this situation with Steve has gone on long enough.’


‘When did he move out, exactly?’


‘I think it was about two years ago, but I didn’t know her or Syd then.’


‘So you haven’t met him.’


‘Yes I have, quite a few times, actually. He’s renting a flat in Summertown, nice place, but small… He and Dora see a lot of each other. It’s one of those relationships where they can’t live together and they can’t live apart, you know what I mean? He’s a great guy, Steve, he’s put up with a lot, her blaming herself every hour of every day, but…’


‘… there’s only so much a guy can take,’ Tom finished for her.


‘Yes.’ She took another mouthful of coffee, but she was frowning. ‘Well, sort of yes. Syd’s never been quite sure if Steve left or Dora threw him out.’


‘Bit of both, maybe. And is it now a question of where they go from here?’


‘Yes, pretty well,’ she said, glancing at the clock. ‘Talking of going, I’ve got to go or I’ll be late meeting the Wild Bunch.’ She upended her mug, swallowed the last of her coffee, and swung herself off her barstool.


Cows for clocks and barstools for chairs and supervising a Down’s Syndrome children’s swimming club on Sunday mornings: was it Tommy’s whackiness or her good-heartedness which always made him feel washed up on the shores of cynical middle-age? She wasn’t middle-aged, and it would be a long time before she was.


He drank the last of his coffee and looked again at the clock. Just past ten to eleven. Not time yet. He could make himself useful and clear away the breakfast things. There was still some coffee left in the pot, though. He refilled his mug and propped himself on his barstool again. It struck him that he and Dora Clayton might have something in common besides looking at stars: neither of them had much idea of where they were going from here. Although he, at least, didn’t have bitten nails.


Hell, it wasn’t as if he hadn’t known what the law said about inappropriate relationships between teachers and pupils. If you find yourself looking with new eyes at a girl you’ve been teaching for years, you carry on looking if you must but only a fool would touch, especially if she hasn’t had her eighteenth birthday yet.


The Sexual Offences Act 2003. How many tarts, perverts, dirty old men and women, lechers and rapists had it sucked out of schools by now? And how many fools? He must have been crazy to think Mel’s parents wouldn’t find out – they must both have been crazy. That cover story about her being at her best friend’s was going to fall down, sooner or later. All it took was what had in fact happened: her father on his way to work noticing her coming out of a house that wasn’t Debbie Priday’s, not ten minutes after she’d phoned home to say that was where she was. Gary Baines was never going to swallow Mel’s ‘talking about books’ line, and her not wanting to tell him where she really was because she knew he’d get the wrong idea. No: outraged father Baines had to get on to the Head straight away.


Ross, I’ve had some extraordinary allegations about you from a parent. I think we’d better have a word. Tomorrow morning at ten, please.


Tom took another sip of coffee. He’d been drinking coffee when he had that phone call from the Head. One of these days he might consider cutting down.


He had to hand it to Mel, getting to see David Dent the next morning ahead of him, insisting that they’d only been talking about books, insisting so hard that at ten o’clock he was told by the Head what had happened, not asked. You’ve been having one-to-one teaching sessions in your house with a student, I gather.


He’d had his mouth open ready to come clean. But that look in Dent’s eye: he was as good as telling him to keep quiet.


Dent didn’t believe Mel. But he was clever. If what he, Tom, had been up to was ‘only’ favouritism and a lamentable lapse of judgement, the Head could tell him to resign, rather have to sack him and turn him over to the police for breaking the law, as Mel’s father was demanding. No hard evidence… I’m sorry, Mr Baines.


Yes, Dent was clever, a lighting-quick thinker. Have a Damascus Road conversion, Ross. Decide you’re going to write full-time, or some such thing. Take a trip away, get a fresh perspective.


For how many others would Dent have done that? But Dent had his limits, and could Tom blame him? If you go for another teaching job, I can’t give you a reference. I’m sorry. They both knew what that meant: don’t go for another teaching job, ever. Without a reference from your previous Head, it’d be wasted effort.


Tom took another sip of coffee. Last term, with Mel, he’d found out what it meant to lose all track of time. But time rather speeded up after that session with the Head, didn’t it. The damnedest thing about the whole business, really, was the amount of ‘talking about books’ that he and Mel had managed to fit in, from Shakespeare right down to the first books they’d read and would never get rid of. He’d never had such conversations with anybody.


Lying with a girl in your arms and reciting The Owl Who was Afraid of the Dark to her… Was it any wonder time was meaningless? The future, if he’d thought about it at all, was just going to be more of this. Until death us do part? A sane man would have considered that prospect; all sorts of questions would have entered his head, not least whether he was the type who could commit. But a sane man wouldn’t have been there in the first place, not with a seventeen-year old schoolgirl.


He sighed, swirling the remains of his coffee around in the mug. There was one thing about the future, the immediate future, that was clear. He’d have to make some money again, and soon. It was no good carrying on like this, he’d have to register with a temping agency on Monday.


When the clock told him it was exactly eleven, he squared his shoulders, took a long breath, and picked up his mobile phone. As he dialled a number which was programmed into his brain as well as into the electronics he was holding, it occurred to him that he could ask Mel to come here next weekend, what with Tommy being away.


Mel’s phone rang, and rang, and rang. Come on, she must know it was him.


As if Mel’s stomach wasn’t already feeling dodgy enough, the bleeping sound coming from her bag made it five times wobblier. Oh God, was she going to be sick? It’d be him, it must be. He was right on the dot, like he always was. Shit, let it ring.


No, no, that was stupid, she had to answer it, she had to get this over. She took a deep breath to steady her stomach. Please don’t let me be sick, not here. She reached into her bag and took out her phone. ‘Hi,’ she said.


‘Hi, Melly. Where are you? I can hear some sort of noise.’ It was him. Normally her stomach would be lurching just at the sound of his voice, but now…


No. She couldn’t be sick.


‘I’m in Costa Coffee.’


‘Oh, right. I thought I heard a shop door opening. Is it getting awkward to talk to me from home, then?’


‘No, I – I fancied getting out for a bit, that’s all.’ Awkward? Well, it just might get awkward if Mum or Dad did happen to hear what she was going to tell him.


Say it. Say it now.


‘So, what are you having? Double latte and a Danish?’


‘No. Peppermint tea.’


‘That’s not the Mel I know.’


You bet. ‘Isn’t it? You know I don’t like getting into a rut.’


He laughed, and asked her how the poetry essay had gone. The last thing she wanted to talk about was the bloody poetry essay, but she found herself telling him about her A, and how Mrs Thorpe gave everybody an A as usual because she was scared shitless of the A-level class and kept coming out with stuff like how hard Lowell was and how they shouldn’t really be doing him at this stage, and what good was crap like that from a teacher when they were going to have questions on twentieth-century American writers in four months’ time, like it or not?


She was wittering. She had to stop this, she had to tell him.


‘It’s as well we had that chat about Lowell last week, then,’ he said. ‘I know Liz Thorpe’s a bit out of her depth, she should be sticking to The Illustrated Mum with Year Seven, but she’s only standing in until they get a replacement for me, you know that. Just take the As and keep your head down. OK, so it’s Restoration Drama next week, isn’t it. What are you going to say about it?’


Oh God. ‘I haven’t thought. Tell me what to say.’ No, tell him! Now!


He didn’t answer right away. ‘Are you all right, Mel?’ he said eventually.


Nooo, she wasn’t! Christ, did she sound like she was going to cry? She felt like it. But she couldn’t cry, any more than she could be sick.


‘I’m fine. Been working on a German essay, that’s all. Can’t seem to switch off.’


‘All right, I’ll give you a few points to go on.’


‘Hang on, let me get a notebook out.’


How she managed to write stuff down about Wycherley and that lot as he was talking, she’d never know. But it was the only way she’d ever get a Restoration Drama essay done, the way she felt. As she scribbled, the sounds of Costa Coffee washed around her: mugs being put down on tables, bursts of laughter, a background buzz of people relaxing on a Sunday morning. Now she knew how an alien who’d landed on Planet Normal by mistake would feel.


‘That should give you something to go on,’ he said at last. ‘E-mail me a draft – Mel? Are you still there?’


‘Yeah. I’m still here.’ It was all she could do to get the words out. Tell him, tell him!


‘So, how’s it been at school this week? Any more news from UCAS?’


Oh God, she didn’t want to talk about school, she didn’t even want to talk about UCAS. But she found herself wittering again, telling him Bristol must have turned her down because shouldn’t she have heard from them by now?


‘Don’t worry, Mel, they’ll be taking their time sifting through the Oxbridge rejects. Things’ll be fine, you’ll see.’


‘Yeah, well,’ she made herself say. Fine? Oh if he only knew… But he wouldn’t unless she told him!


‘Mel, come here next weekend. My sister’s going to be away, we’ll have the house to ourselves.’


Aah. Tell him! ‘I, er, I can’t. Gran’s eightieth on the Sunday. Big party.’


‘Oh. What about just the Saturday, then?’


‘Um… I’ll be helping to get the party ready. Look, I’ll have to go, there’s some Year Eleven guys coming in. Bye.’ She switched her phone off before he could say anything else, and sat there looking at it. Her hand was shaking. She’d chickened out. She hadn’t told him. Why, why, why hadn’t she had the guts to tell him? Oh Christ.


She shoved her phone back in her bag, pushed her peppermint tea aside, and rushed out. No Year Eleven guys stopped her and said Hi, because there weren’t any.


Her phone rang again before she’d gone ten yards. God, if it was him again, she’d tell him, she really would.


It was Debbie, her best friend since before they were potty-trained. ‘Did you tell him?’


‘No,’ she whispered.


‘Oh, Mel!’


‘I know. Don’t go on at me, I just can’t face it right now.’


‘Are you coming back to my place?’


‘No, better go home.’


‘Look, stay chilled, OK?’


‘I’ll try. See you in school tomorrow.’


‘See you, Babe. We’re going to talk, though, about when you’re going to the doctor’s.’


All the rest of the way home, Mel had a plastic tube in front of her eyes, a plastic tube from Boots that she’d used at Debbie’s earlier that morning. A tube whose contents had given her a message she didn’t want to hear.


One pill she’d missed, one fucking pill. Only it would have to be the day before he left!


She’s facing him across his kitchen table, the way she faced him three months ago when it all started, but it’s all so different now. ‘What are you going to do, though?’ she says. ‘For a living, I mean?’


‘I don’t know, to be honest.’ He smiles. ‘I’ll find something. My typing speed’s good, there’s always temping.’


‘Oh, Tom!’


‘I’ll be all right, Mel, don’t worry.’


‘Oh God, tell me you don’t want to go on seeing me, go on, get it over.’ She has to say it.


‘Melly, don’t talk nonsense. We’d better lie low for a bit, but we’ll see each other again soon, don’t you fret. In the meantime, nobody can stop us phoning one another, can they?’


‘What, to talk about books? Like we’ve been doing?’ She tries to smile, but it doesn’t feel like it’s coming out right.


‘Just like we’ve been doing. When your father’s calmed down enough not to shoot me on sight, I can think about coming back here.’


‘Yeah… Hey, though, I could come to Oxford on the bus. It doesn’t take much more than half an hour from the Hillingdon stop. My parents don’t have to know.’


‘I’ve been wondering about that myself… Let’s leave it a couple of months, though. Best to be on the safe side.’


‘A couple of months? God, it’s going to be a fucking awful Christmas. I’m going to really celebrate the New Year, though. First I’m going to kill the Head, and then I’m going to kill my dad. Fuck the law, I’m old enough to decide what I want to do and who I want to do it with. I’m bloody eighteen on the sixth of January!’


She hasn’t told her mother she’s come here to see him, but Mum must have guessed. Any moment now, her mobile might start ringing.


‘I don’t want you to go,’ she says, struggling not to let tears into her voice, but it’s hard, it’s bloody hard.


‘I don’t want to go,’ he says, coming round the table to her.


He takes her in his arms, the way he’s done at the end of their ‘tutorials’ over this last term. God, those sessions, both of them knowing what’s coming, but somehow the discussions having an extra something because they’re holding off for now… He tilts her face towards him and kisses her, and in spite of herself her body relaxes into his. This was only going to be a quick goodbye, but to hell with quick goodbyes…


‘Melly,’ he whispers. Hand in hand, they go out of the kitchen and up the stairs.


The whole of last term, she’d been walking on air. Even though she’d had to keep pinching herself in case she was dreaming it all, she’d been happier than any girl could possibly be. Seeing him in the corridor, eyes meeting, sharing their secret… Now look at her.


The tears she’d held back in the coffee shop began to fall. They felt as if they’d never stop.


‘Yes, there’s goat’s cheese in it,’ said Dora.


‘And garlic and thyme,’ said Steve, ‘if my taste buds are telling me right. It’s fantastic. And to think we used to live on microwave chicken curries.’


‘M&S ready meals, surely.’ Chicken curries? They were fit only for flies.


Those flies that morning. Finding herself sprawled on the sofa, then turning over and seeing those two flies gorging themselves on the remains of the plate of cold curry. And sitting up too quickly, and having her head shriek in unison with her Caesarian scar. Hangovers were like that sometimes. It took moving to make you realise you’d got one.


Her stomach heaved. She put her fork down and pressed the back of her hand against her mouth. Steve looked up, his eyebrows raised.


‘A hiccup coming on. I think I’ve stopped it,’ she said.


‘Do you want a thump on the back, Pet?’


‘No thanks. A thump from you, and my back would be my front.’


A quick flicker of a smile from him, lasting no longer than her quip deserved.


‘So that grouting’s holding up, is it?’ he said, forking up some more farfalle.


‘It’s fine. You can hardly see the tile was ever cracked.’ As she’d told him three times since he arrived, or had it been four.


‘Grand. I’ll have a go at the washer on the cold tap in the kitchen later on.’


‘There’s the light on the landing, too.’


‘That bulb’s not gone again? It was a long-life one.’


‘Well, it’s not working. Maybe—’ It’s jinxed. Like me. No, don’t say it.


This was bad. It wasn’t as if talking with him since they’d been living this semi-detached life had ever been straightforward, but this conversation wasn’t so much being made as constructed, brick by brick. And they hadn’t yet mentioned The Subject.


‘Maybe what?’


‘Oh, nothing.’


She moved a few farfalle around her plate. He prodded his, then put his fork down and took a sip of wine. A large sip, more like the mouthful someone at a party takes when they’re looking over your shoulder to find someone to move on to. But there was nobody here but her.


He reached for the chianti bottle. As he refilled his glass and hers, she speared three farfalle and lifted them to her mouth. He’d been two years now in that poky flat, with no sex from her. What man in his right mind would put up with that? He must have had women, surely. Just the occasional one to help him remember he was still a man?


Steve, I can’t, I just can’t. I’m locked up.


No point in actually saying the words, she must be imprinting them on the air in front of his eyes. Anyway, he knew them by heart.


‘So, how’s that new sidekick of yours slotting in?’ she said.


He shrugged. ‘Fine. Should be a great asset to the team.’


‘You haven’t told me his name. Details, details, I need details, man.’ Yes, she had a thing about details. The day he stepped into her office was no exception. A couple of hours’ hard interviewing, and he was singing out his details like a bird. And asking her for hers in the pub that evening.


That barmaid who tried to flirt with Steve. That lipstick of hers. A vicious dark gothic purple slash across her face.


‘You and your details,’ he said, taking a mouthful of wine. Was he thinking about that day too? He might be, by the way he was staring at his glass. ‘OK, for a start, it’s her, not him. Her name’s Yvonne. Yvonne Bradley.’


‘Yvonne. Nice. Is she blonde? Brunette? Tall? Short? Pretty? Cross-eyed—’


‘She looks a lot like you, Pet.’ He gave her a smile, but it was the kind of smile which fades so quickly that you wonder whether it was a smile at all.


She helped herself to some salad. The leaves fell out of the servers onto the table before she could get them onto her plate. ‘Bugger,’ she said, scooping up the leaves. She blotted the vinaigrette smears with her napkin.


Steve put his fork down, leaving two farfalle impaled on it. ‘Dora, I’m not going to ask you if you love me. I know the score on that by now.’


‘Dora.’ He never called her Dora. Only Pet. ‘For the millionth time, you don’t know the score. I don’t know the score. Remember that marriage vow we wrote?’


‘“We”? You wrote that vow as I recall, I just held the pen. Yeah, I remember it. Something about love being too heavy to mention, and there was to be certainly no saying the three little words – I’ll recite the exact line if you like. But.’


‘But what?’


‘Do you know what day it is?’


‘It’s our tenth wedding anniversary. I thought of getting you a present involving tin but all I could come up with was tintacks and you’ve already got a lifetime’s supply.’


He was blinking. She’d surprised him. For once, she’d actually remembered what day it was. And she had some sentimental detail about its significance lodged in her brain, God knew why.


‘Well, I didn’t get you any tin but I did get you this,’ he said, reaching into a trouser pocket. He put a box on the table. A small box. So small that it could contain only one thing.


The ring was stuck all over with diamonds and sapphires. Gaudy, Christmas-crackerish, looking far less expensive than it undoubtedly was. He’d never got the hang of her pared-down taste. But to give her this, after everything.


‘Very pretty,’ she said, resting the ring in the palm of her hand.


‘It’s an eternity ring.’ He was looking at her. Looking at her hand. Waiting for her to put it on. ‘Look. All right. You killed Jo,’ he said urgently, leaning across the table. ‘I don’t know how you weren’t locked up, the police must have been asleep.’


She drew a deep breath, turning the ring over in her fingers.


‘Maybe you’re right,’ he went on, ‘it wouldn’t be a good idea to have another.’


She looked at him.


‘Look, please, please let’s get back to being the Clayton-Mitchell double act, guaranteed to make parties go with a swing. I should never have pressured you into having a kid in the first place, I admit that now.’
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