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            Introduction

         

         There’s a quality of clear blue water contained in summer heat. It’s there in that phrase, ‘at last they came to the sea’, which I can imagine writing in some short story or other. Or in ‘she could smell the coolness of the swimming pool from where she stood at the edge of the grass’ … which could be a line from this novel. It’s a quality of refreshment, of relief. The idea of water, after the force of the sun, as salvation, restoration. Equilibrium regained, the story can go on.

         In other sentences, too, there’s the same feeling, in ‘the river was a bright blue line run through a dry landscape’, say, or ‘the lake lay waiting for them, at the end of a long hot drive’. Or it’s even part of ‘the plastic hosepipe flicked beads of water against the grass’ – which almost certainly could have come out of another short story I’ve written, as well as that lovely lake. Refreshment again, you see? Relief. But more than anything, more than those other ideas, I might think now about that earlier phrase: ‘She could smell the coolness of the swimming pool from where she stood at the edge of the grass.’ Adding: ‘Though it wasn’t close, the pool, in her mind she seemed to inhabit it already in the long seconds before she walked into it and let its blue silks and depths cover her, let her be gone.’

         Yes, I can see that. Imagine writing it. Along with details of that pool at the end of a garden, surrounded by a large area of pale grey slate. There’s a tree to one side in thick full leaf, like a painted tree; no wind stirs the branches in this flat, arched, midsummer heat.

         So runs my introduction to what follows here, a body of water set in the midst of things. And in these pages, amongst the houses and gardens of West London laid out in sections and chapters, you will find it, in time, a particular pool, large and deep and well maintained. It’s there near a certain house which you’ll come to quite soon, which features, in many ways, at the heart of this story, and much later, should you choose to go there too, by the time you’ve come to the end of the ‘novel’ as I do see it – despite some discussion about that definition of fiction that features in various meetings that take place throughout Caroline’s Bikini – you’ll find some additional sections that you may also want to visit as part of your reading. In those appended pages, you’ll discover background information about the people in this book – and if you want to read more about them, which could be fun, well, there they are. There are also some notes in that part of the book about love stories and where they’ve come from and why this ‘novel’ which is about to follow – in one inevitable page after another – comes from a tradition that many regard as the largest kind of love story of all.

         But let me not run away with myself.

         For now, let’s get back to the idea of a house, a large garden and cool chlorinated water that’s somewhere near. It might be in a park, in a school, in a recreation area at the edge of a sports ground, or, in this story, set in a specific part of London where the streets are wide and the gardens expansive, just down the road. But either way, somewhere, in summer, there’s always a swimming pool. And here, for now, in someone’s garden, it’s happening, that pool …

         It’s started. It’s starting now:

         Ready.

         Steady.

         Go! 
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            one

         

         ‘Alright,’ I said. ‘I’ll try …’ ‘But I’ve never done this sort of thing before,’ is what I would have said next, I’m sure, as it still seems a strange kind of thing to do, be involved in this kind of writing, the sort of project that was being suggested to me by Evan now.

         ‘I really need you to write this story down for me, Nin,’ he was saying, in no uncertain terms, if I think about it fully. ‘Really, I do …’ – and yes, it did feel like a new kind of idea for me, this, a different sort of way to spend my time. It did. It felt new.

         Because though, it’s true, I have published various pieces before – short stories, bits in books and essays and so on – I’ve never taken on someone else’s narrative, had that kind of a role. ‘Amanuensis’ they would have called it in the old days, and I’ve always loved that image of Milton with his daughters; the scene by the bed: the poet and those steady scribes of his, waiting for them to come in after a night of composition with his chunks of iambic pentameter at the ready and them being there to write it all down.* ‘Ghostwriter’, some people might say now. ‘Biographer’, maybe. Though neither of those terms are quite right, they’re not, for the kind of thing Evan Gordonston was asking me to do. 

         I’ve known Evan a long time. I’ve known all the Gordonstons actually, practically forever, well, for most of my life. My mother was great friends with Helen Gordonston, and I went to school with Felicity, Evan’s younger sister; his older sister, Elisabeth, went out briefly with my brother when they were in sixth form.

         So … ‘forever’, yes, seems a pretty realistic description, in terms of giving the feeling of how long I’ve known Evan.† There was a massive time lapse, of course, between back then and now, when this story happens, because they all went off to live in America, the Gordonstons, when Tom, Evan’s handsome father, got transferred there for his job. Not that any of this is particularly relevant, but to provide some kind of context here is what I’m doing, I suppose. That Evan was not unknown to me, I mean, as one might think a person might be unknown to a ‘ghost-writer’, say, who was going to create a narrative from that person’s life, until they started work on the writing and got to find things out so that the person felt like a familiar … I already knew Evan.

         So yes, ‘amanuensis’ could be a good word. I was closer to the subject than is usual in these things. Like one of Milton’s daughters, kind of, though the words Evan wanted me to write down, all about his unrequited love for the woman who would ‘change my life forever’, is how he first put it to me, from the moment he moved in as a lodger to her house in Richmond, were hardly the stuff of Paradise Lost. 

         Despite our close friendship, though, Evan himself was someone I’d lost touch with over the years. I had, I had lost touch, even though the family were still counted as friends by my own, with Christmas cards and calls and all of that. My mother, for example, had a summer with Helen on Cape Cod one year; my brother, when he was a postgraduate student in San Francisco, looked up Elisabeth; my father continued to send difficult crossword puzzles and books about highly evolved and researched kinds of modern history to Tom because that’s what they had always talked about – ‘I am fond of Tom,’ my father would say, ‘even though Helen and Margaret are the real friends’ – so we kept abreast of the Gordonstons. We did. Yet, the fact is that I personally hadn’t seen Evan through all that time he’d been away, or talked with him, or even emailed, not really, until he decided to come back to London to live, many, many years later. And, yes. He was like a different person, then, in a way, because I hadn’t seen him since he was a boy,‡ and the one time I’d been to America he’d been on a posting in Japan and his mother told me then that he loved it there, in the States, and might not come back – so there was some correspondence that ensued from that remark, from that period in Evan’s life, between me and Felicity and what Felicity said about it … Even so, now, here we both were, the two of us grown up and old, and yes, of course, so different, in a way, but actually also completely the same. Because of the way our two families had always been, I suppose. All the keeping ‘abreast’. 

         So there he was, back in London the first time, before he came back, proper, I mean – this when he was still at the point of deciding whether he was going to make that very move, ‘back home’, as he put it to me in his new rather American way of saying things,§ though his voice in general sounded to me just the same when we were having that first gin and tonic, a drink we were going to find would serve as a sort of leitmotif set against the events and decisions that would unfold over the following months – and it was as though he’d never been gone. At that stage, he was only in town for a day or two; he was ‘putting out feelers’, was how he described it; the business of working out whether he could do the sort of things for some banking headhunting outfit he was working for that they wanted him to do. Though I shan’t even get started there – and can’t make any kind of that sort of background detail a part of all this.

         For as I said to Evan when he first put the idea of this project to me: ‘Don’t expect me to have ONE IOTA’, I said, in capitals just like that, ‘of interest,’ I said, a kind of pun, given his line of work, ‘or put any time WHATSOEVER’, in capitals again, ‘into the writing of a backstory.’ Because establishing some kind of working life history/economic/financial context, or whatever … is NOT what I am going to do. ‘There’s not the faintest knowledge that I possess, Evan,’ is what I would have told him, ‘about banks and finance and the people who are employed at these kinds of places, that I can put to work here’ – this, despite the fact, as I said, that our family have known the Gordonstons for years and Tom was a banker, for goodness’ sake, so it should have been no surprise that his son would follow him into that line of work and how our two families got on, in a way, is anyone’s guess – though we did, there you are, we just did, our two families, the bankers and the writers, we were close, we still are, just ‘abreast’, so I suppose there might be some kind of understanding in this strange account about how that other life runs along invisibly under this one, of the world and its worldly ways, after all. 

         I write – a bit more information may be needed here, writing is in the family – book reviews. Fiction, non-fiction, the literary end of things I suppose you could say. My father and mother are both academics, historians, and they write, and my brother, who went out with Elisabeth Gordonston and is also an historian, writes big commercial books about Soviet Russia. Along with the reviews, I myself try to write short stories, and sometimes they sell. There was a collection came out several years ago; there was another. And I get something published in a magazine here and there, or something goes on to the radio, maybe, but I keep writing the reviews in the meantime. There’s also some other work I have, with a sculpture workshop in East London – I go over there, what? About once every couple of weeks, and write catalogue copy and promotional stuff, and I work on the front desk – and there’s some copywriting, too, for a small ad agency, that my friend Marjorie who’s very successful at that sort of thing organised for me ages ago because goodness knows I need the money, though I am not very expert at it because you have to write the kind of copy, Marjorie tells me, ‘that sells’ and mine goes off a bit, it tends to, on a whim. Anyhow, I am diverting, because, yes, Evan was right. I could work on this project he was suggesting to me in quite definitive terms. I could. For I imagine novels, I imagine them all the time, planning these stories that no one would be interested in, as I do realise, and my publishers say the same, so having a subject in this case that was not limited to my own imaginative outline, but was someone else’s story … Well, maybe Evan was not so very ‘out of the ball park’, as he might, in his American way, say, suggesting it to me after all.

         ‘Listen,’ I’d said to him, a couple of weeks earlier, and in a way I might think of the story, proper, beginning here. ‘I have an idea.’

         We’d met at the pub at the end of my road, which is right by the tube, because Evan was in a bit of a rush on that first trip back to London when he was ‘putting out feelers’, as he described it, and had just come over for one night and was running around interviewing with various companies, I think, or organising how it would work for him at the London branch of his New York office.

         ‘When you move back to London,’ I said to him then, at my local, ‘it will take time. Time to get to know people again, to find your feet. To settle in. London takes time, to do all that when you’ve been away; it’s not the same city that you left. But,’ I added, ‘you’ll be fine. And here’s what I suggest you do: A friend of a friend of mine has a big and rather stunning, so I understand, house, in Richmond. I don’t know her – the friend, I mean, Rosie’s friend – but Rosie told me she has lodgers and that it’s quite a fun scene there. That’s a quote, by the way: that it’s a “fun scene”,’ I said. ‘I’m quoting Rosie talking about her friend; it’s how the friend and Rosie both describe things there. I think it means there are lots of parties,’ I continued, ‘but I also think it means that it’s a relaxed place to live. There are children, three boys, but they are well behaved and relaxed, too, if you know what I mean. There’s none of that crazy homework-scheduling-tiger-mother stuff going on and the friend is relaxed and glamorous and loves meeting people. Rosie knows all this,’ I said, ‘because she is moving out of London and was thinking for a while that she might be a lodger there herself – have a room and then be able to afford to rent in the country and have a studio nearby …’ I was talking this way, rambling, as though Evan knew Rosie, which he didn’t, though he may well have known people she knew.¶ ‘She said,’ I continued, ‘“This friend of mine has lodgers and it’s a ‘fun scene’.” Because I know, yes I know …’ I continued, ‘one always thinks that being a lodger …’ 

         ‘Yeah,’ Evan interrupted. ‘Exactly.’

         Because of course everyone does know that when one thinks of being a lodger one can’t imagine anything close to being involved in a ‘fun scene’. In fact, the opposite is the case, that lodging is not a ‘fun scene’ at all but a rather more lonely, cut-off kind of human condition. A scene of being somewhat removed from the society one inhabits, actually, crouched and perching at the edge of other people’s lives, inhabiting a corner of their home but not fully living there with them; as though one may have a job and even friends but that when one returns at night to those ‘lodgings’ one is, in fact, remote from that rich network of connections.

         ‘Yeah.’

         So the lodger comes in to a family that is not his own family, quietly taking himself upstairs while below in the kitchen happy times rage on without him; he goes upstairs quietly; to his room, to his single bed.

         No wonder, then, that Evan said that ‘yeah’. No wonder, I thought.

         What we didn’t know though, Evan and I, what we weren’t close to knowing when we first discussed his possible living arrangements that night in The Cork and Bottle, over what would become our ‘signature drink’, a gin and tonic of various brands and strengths and volume, was that it would lead, one day, to me writing these words, Evan on the phone, constantly, it seemed, to ask how I was getting on, now that he’d tasked me with and I’d accepted the job of writing it all down, the story of what was to happen with him in Richmond. Because who would have known? Who could have? That my saying those words, casually, actually, about lodging, would eventuate in a love affair, a large, large love that, in a way, looking at literature past, is represented by one of the most expansive and intricate forms of the romance genre|| and expresses more than any other type of writing a commitment to that love by way of a review of a life in all its important and absorbing but meaningless details. We didn’t come close, as I was talking Evan into an arrangement that he would eventually make, having met with Rosie first, the three of us, to discuss it in full, and Rosie making the requisite phone calls to get the process started, to knowing that this talk of lodging was to be the beginning of something, a narration, a process towards a story that would happen in such a strange, invisible kind of way that many people might think nothing much was even happening at all.

         ‘Alright,’ I’d said, remember? After having had that first conversation with Evan about an idea that came from my old friend Rosie that in turn became the beginning of the next conversation and the next that all led, from hearing about their house in Richmond, to the Beresfords, to Caroline Beresford … It’s where this story first began.

         
            * As mentioned in the ‘Introduction’, there are some ideas for further reading at the back of this book, in the section marked ‘Some Further Material’. This includes various bits of quite interesting information about the context of Caroline’s Bikini, how it might, if you like, fit – though that sounds like a pun! – the shape of other literary pursuits. When you’ve finished reading the actual story you might want to look at the section on ‘Narrative Construction’, for example, which details the set-up of the ‘project’, as the narrator refers to it here. See how you feel when you’ve got to the end.

            † And here I am again, you see, referring to those notes at the back – but really, there’s no need to read the section, ‘Personal History’, until later. All the ‘Further Material’ speaks back to the story anyhow, as you’ll see in time. So from now on I’ll simply just refer to the sections by their titles on the pages here.

            ‡ More of that ‘Personal History’ later – for there is lots of information in the notes about the writer’s family and neighbours, friends, her childhood spent with Evan’s family, etc.

            § And in that same section you’ll find remarks about Evan’s patterns of speech following time spent in America, along with other notes of personal interest relating to the London society of Caroline’s Bikini.

            ¶ As before, see that ‘Personal History’ section – with particular regard to the network of friends under the heading ‘Personal Social History’.

            || ‘Narrative Construction’ will give you more to think about later, including the section marked ‘Literary Background and Context’, but no need to get into all the intricacies of this now.
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         There are notes Evan supplied me with, when he told me that at first he’d been planning to write, himself, about the whole thing – coming back to London, going to live in Richmond, realising that something in his life was starting, something important, something that felt ‘big’ as he put it – this, before he thought it would be better if I could be involved and so on, be the one who would ‘get the story down’ as he later described my role to me, when he had relinquished the idea of being the actual writer in favour of focusing on his actions as participant in the whole affair.

         The first set of papers were delivered to me by bicycle messenger the day after he’d confessed that he was not only in love with Caroline Beresford, but so in love that he could no longer think about anything else, couldn’t eat properly, wasn’t sleeping regularly. In other words, as he’d remarked upon, himself, he was showing all the symptoms of someone who is really almost beside himself with romantic feeling, is almost out of control with it, who has been struck, as the ancients would have it,* by fate as though by a dart from Cupid’s bow. Petrarch comes to mind in all this, his love for Laura, and Dante was similar, there was Beatrice in his case, both of them forerunners for a cultural phenomenon that ran rife through the early world, right through the Renaissance and beyond, right up to a toothpaste commercial in the early eighties having a similar kind of conceit: one bright white smile from a pretty girl and the boy on the bicycle is hurled off it, flat on his face.† So, yes, was Evan also hurled. He had told me, and it was like a confession, a few weeks before. 

         It had been a wintry morning, a Monday, and I remember thinking how odd it was that Evan had called so early to suggest we meet for coffee at a place he said was really nice, out in Richmond, on the outskirts there. I remember asking if it couldn’t be somewhere a little more central, that it would be easier for me to get to, that it would be quicker to get back home afterwards, too – I had a book review for one of the big papers I needed to finish and it was important; I didn’t want to mess them around by filing it late.‡ And I also remember thinking how strange it was – a Monday morning and that Evan wasn’t at work.

         ‘But please,’ he said. ‘It’s important, the Richmond part. Please come out here to the area where I now live and lodge. It’s an important part of what I have to tell you, Nin. Richmond, you know. It has a role.’

         Nin this, Nin that. I’ve always been Nin to Evan though everyone else calls me Emily, as I was christened but don’t necessarily prefer. That’s Evan Gordonston for you, right there: sticking to a childhood name because that’s what he’d first called me when we met and I was four.

         

         ‘It has a role,’ I said to him then, ‘because that’s where you now live, sorry, “lodge”. It has a role because it’s Richmond. It’s not important, Evan, for any other reason but for the fact that it’s where Caroline Beresford lives. Yes, I’ll come out there,’ I said. ‘I’ll need to take the District Line, or perhaps there’s a bus. But don’t think for one moment I don’t know precisely why you’re asking me. You want to give me backdrop. You want to set it in context, all the stuff you’ve been telling me about this woman who lives there. I haven’t told Rosie, by the way, like you asked me to and I won’t tell her. The whole thing is kind of out of control,’ I said. ‘But yes, alright. Though I feel like I know everything there is to know about the set-up there already, I’ll come to Richmond anyhow, your cafe on the outskirts.’

         It’s true, I did feel like that because, before the big confession, bit by bit, Evan had told me, it seemed, everything, about him and ‘where’ he was ‘at’, as he put it, with Caroline Beresford. When we were children it was always like that, too. I remember from back then how he could never keep anything to himself but had to let me know straight away: his eighth birthday party when his mother said he could take seven friends to Thorpe Park as a surprise and we wouldn’t know until we got there, only of course I did§; the time he rescued a kitten from a skip and was going to keep it in his wardrobe until he could find a good home and no one was to know, only I did, and told him he would need to tell his parents about the kitten right then and there if it was to stay; there were various gifts and outings I wasn’t ever supposed to know about, but did; the list goes on. Now he was an adult and back in London again he’d been keeping me in these same old loops: ‘I’m taking colleagues to Nobu for a dinner party next Thursday and the chef there is going to cook the whole thing right at the table and I want you to come as my partner, Nin, but you’re not to say a word because none of them have the slightest idea …’ And then announcing it to everyone at the outset, etc., etc…. That kind of thing. Before he fell in love with Caroline, this is, before he’d met her. ‘I have bought your birthday present ten months in advance’ was another example, this just two days after he’d arrived back in London and the first time he and I had seen each other after a gap of … goodness knows how many years but there it was, he had reverted to his childhood habit of impulsive gift buying for Christmas or birthdays, but always telling me well beforehand what it was. So, ‘I have bought a certain kind of shoe for you, Nin, that I think you’ll enjoy,’ he’d told me, ‘in a strange and interesting colour. I am letting you know now because I am guessing how pleased you’ll be with them when your birthday comes along.’ So, too, then, of course I knew everything about him falling in love with Caroline Beresford. I knew everything about that. 

         Is it the sort of thing that can often happen to a lodger, I wonder? To a lonely person, coming and going, with a life on the periphery, somehow, with a job that is not so compelling as to make that person want to commit to a flat or house of their own; or otherwise so demanding and isolating that one never has the opportunity to go looking for a home, there’s always too much work to do, and so who is stuck on the lodger-ladder; always outside looking in? I do wonder. For Evan was vulnerable to both sets of circumstances those first few weeks when he was back in London after living in the States for so long. He had me, but I was about all he had. The other friends from all those years ago had pretty much faded away, married, had families and moved to the country, or even further, to Scotland or to Wales, prompted by a feeling that London had become too impossibly expensive nowadays, turned over to the super-rich and no longer that much fun, or for similar reasons they had simply changed, moved into different lives.¶ And even I had my responsibilities, on that front, in order to meet the financial pressure of living in the Capital, the need to constantly keep up with the work for the gallery and the ad campaigns, along with the occasional writing of the short stories and so on, coming up with ideas for novels and having unproductive meetings with my publishers – so though I was always at the end of the phone, an email or a text, Evan must have still felt how he didn’t have a whole load of people to spend time with – and on top of that, other friends my friends knew, though also friends of mine, might not be so easy to get to know. There was Rosie now, for example, away in the countryside,  and unlikely to come into town; and another friend, Christopher, had become involved with local politics and a creepy right-wing organisation that had strong opinions about tree felling and street cleaning, important issues both but I felt uncomfortable about the way his politics seemed to be bending around them and knew they would distance him from Evan. There was my other friend, Marjorie, but she was a bit like me, always writing – though in her case it was copy for a pet food giant that kept her chained to impossible deadlines that she couldn’t afford to break because they paid the mortgage on her extremely pretty one-bedroom flat in Chelsea – so I barely saw her at all, let alone would manage to plan a get-together with her and me and Evan and other people. It was always dogs and cats and the spillover work that also came my way when there was a rush on, and it seemed there was always a rush. 

         So yes, Evan was alone a good deal of the time. He could meet friends through work, no doubt – though are friends from work true friends? Especially in that kind of work Evan was involved with? That cut-throat world of finance and manipulation, could there be real associates there who might become intimates? I am not so sure. And yes, he would have met people in his general day-to-day dealings in the way all of us do so meet – the shopkeeper at the end of the road, the dry-cleaner, and in my case the postman, with whom I have a great deal of contact due to my job|| – but in general he was a man quietly coming into a family home in Richmond at the end of his working day, hearing the cheer going on in the kitchen, that happy chaos of family life, as I may write it, which sounds like a cliche but actually isn’t, and going straight upstairs, silent as a silent brown mouse, lonely and afraid, up to his lonely room at the top of the house where he lodged alone. 

         Because, I write it, he was afraid. Afraid of the feelings of his own large heart. From the first moment he’d met Caroline, from the moment he’d heard her voice, even, on the phone when he’d called the number Rosie had given me to pass on to him, a charge had been set, a switch turned. She’d said, ‘Oh, hi! You’re Evan! Yes, I’ve been expecting you …’ – and something caught, he told me, his breath, the beat of his heart. He’d faltered, ‘I …’ – but she’d simply, smoothly said, in that voice of hers, ‘Come on by to the house when it suits you. After work sometime? I am always in. I never go anywhere’ – which was actually just a great big charming lie because women like Caroline are never ‘always in’ but are out all the time, they can’t help it. People like Caroline Beresford are the kind of person everyone wants to see.

         That changed, of course. As I found out. As the weeks went by, and the story grew. As the first days of Evan moving to Richmond became many, many days and then weeks and a season changed, and another, Caroline would find herself staying around the house more and more; evenings, daytime, parts of the weekend … Stories change, they move on. It’s what makes them stories.

         ‘I keep seeing Caroline around the house and it’s hard not to think about her,’ Evan told me, when it was clear by his appearance that he was deep, deep in love.** ‘She says, “Hi, do you feel like a coffee? Come into the kitchen” – and that’s that. I have to go in there and be with her. I must try and drink the coffee. Act normal around her. Oh, Nin. I must try.’

         So there, the combination then, of Evan’s vulnerability, fresh back to London after years away, and the lovely ease, the grace, of Caroline … was how things started for him, I know. And, in his way of things, he started telling me about her straight away, bit by bit, but it all came out over gin and tonics at various pubs and bars, in so many respects the story formed entire over the underpinning of that particular kind of cocktail, with Tanqueray or Gordon’s or Bombay Sapphire or Sipsmith’s or any number of the branded and unbranded gins and their accompanying designer tonics that now load the shelves and mirrored bars of West London and beyond, indicating from the first time he told me about her the depth of his love; each one after another, the glasses lining up, and many of them doubles, with crisps, or set against a bowl of nuts.

         He’d gone along to meet Caroline, as she’d suggested on the phone, after he’d rung the number Rosie had texted me to give him. ‘He’ll have a great time there,’ she’d said to me, after I’d told her he had called. It was to be a ‘fun scene’ after all, remember, that she’d described? Rosie knew Richmond well, she’d grown up there – and no, it wasn’t Chelsea or Notting Hill or Knightsbridge, where Evan could have so easily landed, courtesy of that fancy firm of his, but it was lovely Richmond nevertheless with an elegant house there of much coming and going, of parties and drinks and get-togethers and suppers. And already, as I have mentioned, something in Evan had been … prepared. By the sound of Caroline. By her intake of breath. By her voice. The tone of her voice. He chose a Thursday evening, to go there, to take the District Line to Richmond. It was in the early winter; he’d been back in London for a week. There was no snow but it was bitterly cold. 

         At that point, his suitcases not yet unpacked, if you like, he was living at the Connaught, if you believe it – I repeat: this is what these finance companies are like. He was larking about in a junior suite there, on the first floor of the hotel facing towards the front, with a little sitting area, and a dining table and four chairs. Evan would order in Chinese food, for those first few days of his ‘homecoming’ as I put it, and we ate spicy prawns with noodles, looking out over Carlos Place and drinking Chinese beer, me feeling so damn glamorous, myself, all because of his weird job and the way these companies ‘put’ their employees ‘up’. Anyway, it must have been no more than a week of that, when he left his rooms there to get first a taxi, then, because of traffic, the District Line, out to Richmond, to that ‘fun scene’, and one of the children had answered the door, the youngest boy, Freddie, ‘who is twelve’, Evan told me, but Caroline came right up behind  him and extended her hand. ‘Hi, I’m Caroline,’ she’d said. And – BANG.††

         She was wearing – in my mind she wears it still – a white T-shirt and one of those skirts you pull around yourself and tie up and they look amazing. She was tall, Caroline is tall, and she was just wearing that, the skirt and the T-shirt and with bare feet and long tanned legs, though it was January. She didn’t even have a cardigan on.

         ‘Come in,’ she said to Evan and he stepped into the hall.

         The scent, the scent of that house, of Caroline herself, was like oranges, he said later. The whole house full of that kind of deliciousness. Oranges. Orange trees. Orange blossom. Summer in winter, fruitfulness in the dark and cold. Evan walked in the front door of the house in Richmond and, well, I’m writing it down now, it was there in his own writing, in some of the early notes, his ‘life changed’.

         ‘OK,’ I said to him, this after the first set of notes had been sent, when my involvement in the project had already arisen as an issue between us. ‘So just suppose I say, yes, that I’ll get the whole thing down in an overall draft, all of it, how it started, even the oranges. How her holding out her hand to you to say “hi” was the beginning of some kind of … big thing, I suppose, is how we might describe it. Let’s just suppose …’ 

         ‘Yes,’ Evan said, and I want to write ‘eagerly’ – though I hate the laziness of adverbs, but adverbial was how he was being, rather, the night he actually proposed I write the story for him, the story of his love, all his little gestures so attentive and desperate and wild. Like in the way he’d said, ‘Nin, Nin, Nin, you’ve GOT to do this for me. Please. I’ve never asked you for anything like this before—’ when he’d first brought it up, the idea of a kind of literary project we might work on together.

         ‘“Anything like this?”’ I said to him, quoting him back at himself. ‘You’ve not asked me to do anything for you in the past, altogether. We’ve not seen each other for decades, Evan. So “Nin”, yourself,’ I said. ‘You don’t need to be so dramatic and rhetorical about it. We haven’t seen each other for, approximately, all of our adult life, so I need to get a handle on this, a grip. It sounds interesting but … I don’t know, Evan. If I’m up to it, I mean. Writing it down, getting it down right, having you in there, getting Caroline in …’

         ‘Oh, you will. You will. You’ll make it all come together,’ he replied. ‘Just say you will, Nin. Please. Say.’

         ‘Say this, say that,’ I murmured, in the manner of a sage or a wise old man. The pub was cold. It was always cold in The Cork and Bottle and I was starting to think perhaps we should go somewhere else.

         But for now, ‘Let’s have another gin and tonic,’ I said.

         
            * There’s that concept of being felled by love’s arrow, and so on – and there is much of that kind of information at the back of this book, as well as metaphors and practices of a formal romantic tradition under the heading ‘Courtly Love’.

            † See also the notes on Petrarch and Dante in ‘Literary Background and Context’.

            ‡ Book reviewing is one aspect of an author’s life. There’s more in ‘Personal History’ about this: freelance writing, perilous and interesting.

            § ‘Personal History’ contains a sample of the sorts of outings and activities the narrator and protagonist used to be involved in together when they were children, practical and creative activities encouraged by their mothers, who were both good friends and influential in the upbringing of each other’s children.

            ¶ More ‘Personal History’ for later, perhaps, especially the section entitled ‘Old London’?

            || In ‘Personal History’ we learn more about the kinds of people one may meet regularly when one lives alone and as a freelance writer.

            ** People often do look different when they have fallen in love, for better or for worse. In Evan’s case his appearance followed the trajectory of an early Renaissance lover; from the moment he was struck by the appearance of his beloved he started to lose his looks. See, later: ‘Courtly Love’.

            †† Note the use of those capital letters – BANG – and the use of space following the appearance of the word, the fact that further text does not follow on from it but that the word sits out alone. This is worth a footnote, alright. Again, that word, its presentation, its dramatic appearance following the dash … All denote a marked and singular event on the page. See, if interested and later, the note for ‘Courtly Love’ for further information regarding that BANG, as well as other relevant material, notes on Petrarch and Dante, all of it. The ‘all’ of the story seeming to occur – the BANG, the recognition of emotion, the sense of pain – at the same time, in that second of the sighting, like an arrow as they used to write it, Cupid’s dart, in that first smarting glance, the look of love. These details most important. So, BANG. Yes. It is a good word for what’s happened here.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            three

         

         The notes Evan passed me, three weeks after that meeting, that were to be ‘background reading and research’ were, I have to say, inadequate. I’m going to insert some of them here, as I told him I would, as part of this book – which I wasn’t expecting to do, as I’d thought with the big corporate job, and so on, his position with the Beresfords, he would want to be invisible, kind of – though I do remember that he’d had the notion, too, at the beginning of the affair, that he was going to write ‘the whole damn thing’ himself, so actually perhaps he didn’t want to be so invisible after all. Even so, with me ‘attached’ to the project, as they say in the film business, and lending distance in that way, I would have thought I might, by changing some names here and there, be inclined towards protecting him to some degree. Isn’t that what always happens in novels? That one protects the fact by using fiction? At one point, for sure, I did consider switching location – moving the whole locus amoenus as it were, to South London, say, or to Australia or Texas or the North Island of New Zealand, somewhere where they get a bit more sun – especially for the whole part towards the end that involves a swimming pool, watersports, a bikini, etc.

         But no, Evan said, ‘I want to be in it, Nin – the entire story, with my full name and all my feelings on show’, and, as I say, I thought, well alright, ‘background reading and research’ after all, and so here are some of the notes now, that he made, though to my mind there’s not enough story in them and too much of Evan, and to that extent I know for a novel they won’t really do:

         ‘About six weeks ago,’ Evan wrote, ‘I moved back to London, to an area some people might describe as suburban. I use that term “suburban” quite definitely – because London doesn’t think of itself as a metropolis with suburbs – though we may read articles in magazines about the various areas being village-y or whatever; still, no one talks much about Richmond, say, as a suburb, in the way that people talk about “out in the’ burbs” in New York. It’s just a term we don’t use. In other places where I’ve lived – New York, Tokyo, for a bit, Chicago – you get suburbs in these places i.e.: –’

         At this point, when I read that ‘i.e.’ I thought, O-ho, we’re in trouble here, Evan! No one is going to want to read a narrative of yours in this kind of condition. You don’t see an ‘i.e.’ in an ad, or in a short story, you just don’t, or in any of the kind of writing for that matter about which I think of myself as having some kind of knowledge, and you certainly wouldn’t see it in a love story, or romance, which is what you want to create here, Evan, is it not? Still, I let him continue for now.

         ‘That notion of the big city’, he carried on, in his terrible scrawl, ‘holding itself to itself and the rest of the outside clinging on for dear life to the periphery of it, to the concept of “big city”, getting “into town” to go to dinner or a show … is not a London notion. No. London suburbs have not been thought of in those terms. Yet I have found there ARE places here like that, after all, that are indeed suburban in appearance and nature, in … lifestyle. For it is “lifestyle” I am getting at here, and when my dearest and oldest friend, Emily Stuart, told me about her friend Rosie having a friend who had a big house out in Richmond, and that this friend of a friend took in lodgers, because there was loads of space, when the friend of a friend, as it were, told my friend that she had a room available, in that house, and that it was, as she put it, a “fun scene” living there … I thought it seemed like a sensible thing to consider it, that the arrangement might take care of things while I was getting settled, moving back to London after so many years away.

         ‘Actually,’ he continued, ‘it was quite a strange thing to do. The company would have put me up somewhere much more central until I got sorted out, I could have gone anywhere. But something in me went “ping!” when the lodger idea was suggested. My own belief is that it was the intervention of fate.’

         I loved the ‘ping’. I said to Evan, ‘I loved that “ping!” of yours, in your notes. I loved the way you let yourself go a bit, with it, but’ – this all in The Cork and Bottle, some two weeks or so after I’d started working on his story – ‘I have to tell you …’ And I looked at him quite severely then, ‘I do have to tell you, Evan, that we’re going to go steady on the “fate” and “myth” side of things. It’s too much. It’s too rich. It will put people off.’

         For yes, we were back in my local. It seemed, despite my various pretty much unexpressed ideas about alternative venues, we couldn’t manage other kinds of meetings. We’d reverted, Evan and I had, we had, straight away, as mentioned before, to old methods of behaviour, our old ways and habits. Not that we went to pubs back then, of course, when we were children, only that we’d always had a tendency to repeat activities, play the same sorts of games, over and over, and so on, have certain places we’d meet up at, plans we’d make that we’d stick to, day after day the same. Weeks of going over to his house, say, and Helen leaving out a certain sort of tea. Or after school every day for about a year visiting the V & A to look at the Renaissance rooms, then drawing the grand contents up in detail in special notebooks that we had. Or else my mother said we could use her garden room as a studio, and we had six months of growing tomatoes there and then painting murals of them on the walls.* We liked the familiar in that way. And it wasn’t for want of trying, now, either, to be different. There had been that early morning meeting in a cafe, when the project first began, out on the outskirts of Richmond, when Evan had wanted me to go there for ‘context’.† Not that Evan ever suggested going there again, but he often talked about a lunch, that I could go into Mayfair and meet him near where he worked and we could go to some fancy place there and talk and make notes about what we were calling by then ‘our project’, not novel, not then, and have three courses and the company would pay. He was always saying we could do that. But I always seemed to have some writing deadline or whatever – the gallery needed me for a catalogue, there was a pet food campaign Marjorie had passed on to me – and anyway, I had nothing pretty to wear. That night in the Cork I was just wearing my usual old jeans and a flannel shirt and that was fine, but you go into the West End and everyone looks amazing. They’ ve got the hair, the tailored outfits. The bags. And yes, I own a dress, or two, a skirt, but I never seem to wear any of that kind of clothing, just the shirts and the jeans, so what was the point, really, of changing what was familiar? 

         ‘Let’s just meet over here,’ I said to Evan instead, meaning this part of town, just to be local, and he always came. I could make him supper at home, for that matter, I thought, though may not have said, back in the beginning,‡ because really, with all we had to discuss there was no need for another kind of fancy lunch, or we could go out for supper somewhere nearby – all these alternative plans Evan and I often had. But in the end we just found our routine and kept to it. There was that leitmotif of the gin I’ve mentioned. Those crisps or nuts. No need to do any of those other things, then, when we had our habits that we were used to. So instead of doing anything out of the ordinary, I would just meet Evan off the tube after work, the one down at the end of my road, and there he was, that second of his familiar, familiar presence, taking shape out of the crowd that rose up the steps before me, his lovely breaking smile, ‘Hey!’ like he’d never expected to see me only there I was. And, ‘Let’s go to the pub,’ he would say, as in the spirit of ‘Why would we do anything else?’ and though there was no glamour there, at The Cork and Bottle at the corner, nor at The Elm Tree or The Walker’s Friend, our subsequent destinations through the dark winter months, yet it was what we did, where we went, who we were. 

         ‘But I like that the whole thing felt fated,’ said Evan. ‘And it was, Nin. Why, if it wasn’t, didn’t I just get the company to sort me out with a flat or whatever? Why, if it wasn’t fated, did I even think – despite the “fun scene” – that I wanted to live with another family, be a lodger?’

         ‘You were just confused,’ I said.

         I was looking at him, thinking about all this as he was speaking. ‘You were still jet-lagged,’ I said, for something to say, because his appearance, as I could see, was a bit worn and a bit pale.

         ‘Long-term jet lag then,’ he interrupted. He fished out the lemon from the bottom of his glass and chewed on a corner like it was a little sandwich. ‘Listen,’ he said, after he’d eaten that tiny portion and swallowed it. ‘We’ll have to get the fate aspect into the story.’ He paused. ‘Predestination. Yes, fate. Like it or not. What I call the Big Bang factor, Nin. It was a big thing. I walked in that door in Richmond and everything changed …’§

         I picked the lemon out of my own glass and tore it in half. I was still thinking about his clothes. He was in a smart suit, a tie, all the rest of it, but he looked faded, somehow, drawn.

         ‘People might read it that you were just lonely,’ I said. ‘That the house in Richmond, way out there on the District Line, seemed warm and welcoming and you were only recently back from—’

         ‘But how could I be lonely?’ Evan said, and he took my hand that was holding the rest of my own torn lemon. ‘When I have you who I’ve loved for so long?’ he said.

         I guess I had to give him his due at that point. Sometimes writing does that, puts the words in and you can’t ‘write’ past them. So with that ‘ping!’ I had loved in his notes. I couldn’t deny it. I couldn’t erase it in any way and now it was just there. So then I had also to allow for the fate element, the ‘myth’ as Evan was now dangerously starting to describe what had started as ‘project’.¶ So, ‘OK,’ I said, that day, and I, too, ate the lemon; from that day onwards, whenever it was available I always would. And so here follows accordingly some more of his notes, those ideas he thought we could build into something that might have pretensions to being some kind of fable or ‘myth’. Because all I could manage at that moment, after he’d spoken, was that ‘OK’. It was all I could do to say it, after he’d said what he’d just said, to eat that lemon through.

         ‘I’ve always been outgoing but in a retiring sort of way,’ Evan wrote. ‘I’ve had friends, girlfriends … It’s just that I tend towards feelings of boredom, and can’t keep the momentum of the relationship in train. I hear a kind of humming in my head is the problem, with most people; it reminds me of my father. I remember how he used to hum around the house when my mother had friends in, how he would hum and never settle. Only when his best friend from next door was over, Alastair Stuart, the historian, would you see him perk up – they used to do crosswords together or have discussions about history and historical philosophy, related literature, and whatever Alastair was writing – only generally around people, there was that humming of his. And we always knew, we kids, there was someone coming around to the house unless it was Alastair, because of it, him starting suddenly to hum, in a quiet, involved, deliberate sort of way. Anyhow, for me, meeting Caroline Beresford there was none of that business. There was no humming whatsoever.’ 

         Caroline. ‘Sweet Caroline’ I started singing quietly to myself, privately, though this nothing like humming, of course, oh nothing like. It was a song with all the words. ‘Sweet Caroline’, in my head because by now, at home, even when I wasn’t with him or reading his notes, I was getting so used to hearing Evan talking about having met someone whose name was Caroline, Caroline – the name in that terrific Neil Diamond song that everyone still loves. I would sing the whole thing quietly, start to finish, just to myself, back in those early days, even the ‘Hands … Touching hands …’ crescendo part that everyone gets so worked up about. 

         At this point, in the story, I confessed to Evan, having read his first set of notes for the first time, I had had to get up and actually put The Best of Neil Diamond on the CD player, that particular track. I turned it way up and sang along and danced.

         ‘It was great,’ I said to Evan. ‘It’s such a great song.’

         ‘Let’s go out dancing together, sometime, ourselves,’ he said. ‘What a wonderful idea. And that chorus – it’s perfect for us! We’ll find a place that has a jukebox or some kind of ancient DJ who can play it for us and we could dance along and sing …’

         ‘It might be the kind of track that a young party host would have on his playlist,’ I said, letting the idea develop in a lovely way, that Evan would break from our already so established routine and go dancing. ‘You know, the kind of host that he might play the song in some kind of ironic, post-modern fashion …’

         We both of us looked around us in the pub, both of us the same second. Thinking the same thing: Is there a jukebox here somewhere? But of course there wasn’t.

         The pub we were in that night, The Elm Tree, wasn’t that kind of pub. I’d found it after realising that the Cork was too cold. It was more of a village kind of place, like we were all pretending to be in Oxfordshire somewhere because it faced on to a Green that’s only about a five-minute walk away from my flat but still it’s like another part of London altogether, the Green a bit like a village green, you might say, and there were dogs allowed inside and people who had been walking them, in gumboots and with Barbours on. It was further away from the tube than the Cork, the Elm, and maybe that short walk was part of it. The facing on to the Green. For it was quiet and sweet and old-fashioned inside and marked a new development in our proceedings, a slight change of mood.

         ‘No jukebox,’ Evan and I both said in unison. And then we laughed.

         That seemed like a while ago, I thought subsequently, all those nights going through Evan’s notes, Neil Diamond notwithstanding. Those early conversations. Early, early thoughts. By now we’d left even The Elm Tree behind us and the writing, Evan’s writing, was taking us on. So ‘Caroline’, I read, in the spirit of that onward-moving narrative. Here we go again:

         ‘I used to even think “My Caroline”,’ Evan wrote, ‘though she wasn’t “my” anything.’ His handwriting really was appalling. ‘She’d said “hi” to me, she’d put out her hand. Yet that, as far as I am concerned, was enough. That was that. She said then that since I was back in London, I ought to come and stay for just as long as I needed while I found my feet again. She said, “Can I get you anything, coffee, tea? Before I show you around the house?” And I said yes, and we drank coffee together, standing looking out through the big plate-glass “ranchers”, they would call them in the States, these big sliding doors, that led out to the enormous Richmond garden.’

         Evan’s descriptions were clear, they were good. That part of his writing was sound, I liked it.

         ‘The house was indeed enormous,’ he finished, in this first section of his notes, ‘just as Rosie and Nin had said it would be. Everything about it was on a large scale. The kitchen, Caroline’s kitchen where she made the coffee and where we stood, looking out at a lawn that was the size of a bowling green, with big trees and flowerbeds and so on …

         ‘“It’s ridiculous, isn’t it?” said Caroline. “But we are in the suburbs here so it’s not as crazy as it seems.”

         ‘“I think it’s lovely,” I said to Caroline then. I wanted to say to her: “I think you are lovely.”’

         ‘But you didn’t,’ I said.

         ‘Oh, no,’ Evan replied. ‘I could never do that.’

         
            * Those ‘Personal History’ notes come in again here; the details about the shared childhood in Twickenham, etc.; children’s activities.

            † The section entitled ‘Alternative Narratives’ may be of interest at some stage, though no need to worry about it now.

            ‡ Again, this is to do with an ‘Alternative Narrative’, as indicated at the back of this book; here referring to an earlier part of the story, before Evan had even met Caroline, and the author had various ideas about how her protagonist’s time might have been spent.

            § ‘In ‘Courtly Love’ a section headed ‘Unrequited Love as a Creative Act’ might be of interest.

            ¶ ‘Narrative Construction’ – particularly that note regarding the various descriptions and massive variations in Evan’s mind as to the nature of the work under review – might be of interest here.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            four

         

         The Beresfords, Rosie said, had begun with a very happy marriage. They’d had the ceremony, a really big, fancy affair – more of a house party, she described it, than a wedding – in Thailand, back in the days when everyone had holidays that were proper holidays and could also go away for big parties and occasions and not be on their phones all the time and answering emails or having to rush back to London after taking no more than a week’s break for some deadline, or meeting. They were married at a time when people, by comparison, Rosie said, could take it easy.

         Caroline had been a PR director then, for a company representing, mainly, thoroughbred racing stables and stud farms in Ireland; though she herself was not Irish but had been brought up – ‘deep in the home counties’ was how she herself put it to Evan when he asked – with ponies, and had been on horseback since the age of three, so there was ‘nothing she didn’t know about horseflesh’, was the way Evan described her to me, when he was first wanting to describe Caroline to me on one of those early meetings when we were still going regularly to The Cork and Bottle, that first pub just round the corner from where I live. Yes, it was there, and he was ordering our third gin and tonics at the bar when I learned all of this ‘key background stuff’, as Evan put it, about Caroline Beresford’s upbringing, background, her family, and current  situation with David, her handsome lawyer husband who had been on track to make a fortune in the City but had become derailed somewhere along the line, and now all he wanted to do was read ancient Greek literature and start translation classes in the Classics department at the University of London where he’d enrolled as a part-time student and, for that reason, had rented a small flat just off Russell Square. ‘He’s told Caroline on a number of occasions that as far as he’s concerned, they can dissolve their marriage now and he could start over,’ Evan reported. ‘He could happily go back to university full time and work towards a PhD, he’s said, more than once – but then he and Caroline sit down and talk about the kids and the house and the horse Caroline keeps in Berkshire … And he loves horses, too, apparently … And then they decide not to dissolve things but to stick to the marriage after all, in the meantime, and see how it goes. But yeah,’ Evan said, looking into his drink, and stirring the ice cubes with his finger as though he were the husband of Caroline himself, with worries on his mind about their marriage and whether he and his wife had anything in common, not handsome David, with his glasses pushed down at the end of his nose and his long legs stretched out in front of him, some ancient text on his lap and a tequila to hand. ‘Things used to be great between them,’ Evan said, ‘but that was a while ago, you can tell. Caroline has a sadness around her, a sense of loss.’
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