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Maddie and Harry: she’s an estate agent, he’s a teacher. They’ll say they live in the Black Country. They’ll say how they met Jonathan Cotard, explain how they later argued, had a car accident, thought they’d killed someone. Thought they had. And as they search for a truth, they’ll tell us their secrets, their mistakes. And we’ll judge them. We’ll judge Harry’s fling with a schoolgirl and Maddie’s previous life. We’ll judge the nature of love and violence, good and evil. The Black Country. For Maddie and Harry, it’s darker than it should be.


 


Praise for The Black Country


 


‘Begs to be read in one go, tugging the reader onwards through its intense and strangely intimate world.’ ALISON MOORE


 


‘Obliquely yet menacingly told, increasingly horrific, and full of humour as dark as its title.’ M JOHN HARRISON


 


‘This is an addictive book that deserves to be up there with the likes of Gone Girl and Girl On The Train it’s as good, if not better, than both. A dark and unsettling read that leaves you feeling like a voyeur of a car crash relationship (where you wouldn’t look away even if you could), I really enjoyed it – 9/10 stars.’ ANDREW ANGEL, Ebookwyrm’s Book Reviews


 


‘A couple whose uneasy relationship seems as unreliable as that in Gone Girl are driving home, a little the worse for drink, when they accidentally knock someone over, someone they know – but they choose to drive quickly on. The story, and their relationship, becomes increasingly bizarre …’ CrimeTime
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The Black Country


LET’S BE CLEAR about something from the off: small cats share the same instincts as large cats. The same impulses. I read that somewhere. And I’m sure of it now. Absolutely sure. It’s depressing. And, before we start, it’s lies that kill relationships, not affairs. That’s important. And it’s important that all these bits and pieces of lies are out in the open. It is. We need to be clear on this. And we just have to hope it’s enough.


 


Maddie’s bits and pieces were all over the floor. The upturned bedside table, the unmade bed, the memory of last night. There it all was. This is what Harry says. Picture it. Maddie Harper’s bits and pieces of lies all over the floor.


‘Maddie,’ Harry would have said, hopeful she might be there somewhere.


He would have opened the curtains, Harry would, he would have seen that outside it had stopped snowing, but the sky sagged grey. To him, the street might have seemed dead. He would, most likely, have seen his footprints crunched into the snow; uneven marks approaching round the corner, past the neighbours’ houses, past the lamp post, across the garden, right up to the door. But from his high angle he would certainly have been able to see another, smaller set of footprints leaving the house and, at the kerbside, where Maddie’s car should have been, a shaded, snowless rectangle, and tyre marks where she’d driven away.


At first, he says he thought she’d left him, again. Says he couldn’t help himself. This was always his first thought. His first fear. He says he tried to stop himself from reliving that moment fifteen or so years back when he’d come home and she wasn’t there. She’d gone, left him. He’s insecure, Harry Logue is. That’s one of his problems. So, when he came home and her bits and pieces were all over the place, he says the thought crossed his mind that she might have found out about what he’d done, that she’d put two and two together. All that guilt. And what was going on in his head – all his thoughts, guilty thoughts, bouncing around his head like a fly against a light-bulb. All those thoughts mixing up and coming to the conclusion that she might have left him, again, like she did before.


But it wasn’t about that, or Jonathan any more, this was about Harry, and he thought she’d gone.


And who could blame her really?


When he looked, though, he could see their suitcases were still balanced on top of the wardrobe and her shoes were still piled in the corner of the room. When he opened a drawer, he says it was still brimming with her underwear. He says he pulled out a pair of her knickers and felt the material – not silk but something like it – and brushed it against his lips, feeling it catch on winter-dried skin. He remembers reaching into his back pocket, getting his mobile phone out, calling her. She still has the message he left on her answerphone, his voice stringy, forced: ‘Hi, Maddie, it’s me. Where are you? Come home. I’m home now. We’ll talk. I want to talk, I do. We can sort it all out. Come home. I’m here now. Just come home.’


He says he sat down on the bed – their bed – and the screen of his mobile phone faded to black in his hand.


And he would have sat and waited, praying, in his own way, that she would come back.


But Maddie was with me. Where else would she be?


 


Looking back on it all, we might wonder where the beginning is. The beginning of all of this. It might be difficult to see. But for Harry, it’s a funeral. Gerald somebody. His funeral. And Harry might be right. This Gerald person did have a part to play in all this. If it wasn’t for him, after all, they’d never have met.


So this funeral is the beginning for Harry. It’s apt.


He says both he and Maddie had taken the afternoon off work to attend the service. She, probably anxious not to be late, worried about appearing too jovial. She might have just tied up the sale of a house she’d been working on for too long in the estate agency where she’d worked for a couple of years. She was probably careful to have removed her blue nail polish and red lipstick. He, unnerved by funerals, always anxious about saying the wrong thing, amazed he’d managed to get cover for his lessons at the secondary school he’d taught at for ever. Both, he says, arrived on time, but separately. She might have greeted him by straightening his tie (borrowed), he might have made a weak attempt to kiss her (failed, but no matter) and there, just right there, was a glimpse of a deepening sense of something – disappointment or something more – between them. Disappointment, that’s what Harry says now.


According to Maddie, it rained. Great big drops. ‘Wet rain’ she calls it. Rain that blurs things. Rain that makes you run. So they say they ran. They ran into the little church and remember sketchy details like the coffin looking too small for a man who’d spent his entire career in the English department at the University of Wolverhampton, where they’d both met him, studied for their degrees. They remember the vicar talking about how there’d never be another man like Gerald. A good man. A kind man. A man who, despite his twenty a day habit didn’t deserve that horrible, protracted, painful death, or, probably, that small, cheap-looking coffin. No flowers. All donations to Cancer Research. Poor Gerald. And so on.


Old Gerald’s widow, Ava or Eva or Vera, probably sat without crying in that painfully, beautifully brave, washed-out way that new widows do. Next to her, according to Harry, a youngish man, a young Gerald – his son – wearing a pink tie, head uptilted, swallowing hard. He has a part to play in all this, if only he knew. And according to Maddie and Harry, there were very few others in that intensely cold church. And there they were, in the midst of death, watching their own breath.


We’ll have to try to forgive the gaps in their memory. We must credit them with a depth of feeling for Gerald. Lovely Gerald who guided them both during their university years, who had mentored them through their dissertations, who kept them on track.


‘Madeleine and Harry,’ he had apparently said to them at their joint tutorials. ‘You just need to apply yourselves. Keep up with your work, attend lectures, stop asking for extensions to assignments. Procrastination is what you seem to have in common. You should both just get on with it. Life’s too short, don’t mess it up.’


And Harry remembers Gerald lighting up another Rothman’s and sending them on their way.


Procrastination. Old Gerald was right. Maddie’s ideas had all been there, they had. But they were buried deep inside her, banging against the confused, directionless energy of her youth. And Harry, wanting to be all authority-intolerant, but usually exhausted with dread that he might have blinked and missed something, in the social sense only of course. Such a long time ago now, getting on for twenty years. And they thought they’d survived the procrastination, thought they’d applied themselves, got on with it.


So there they were, at this funeral, probably with blobs of faded mottled light rippling through orange and green stained glass; pictures of Mary and Jesus deflecting across their faces, not that they would have noticed, celebrating the life of the man who brought them together. Imagine it.


Harry pads out his memory of this day quite a bit. Maybe what he tells us is important. We’ll decide that. He tells of a time during the service when he reached for Maddie’s hand, prompted by what he calls a ‘prickle of a memory’ – Harry’s the type to say things like that – a prickle of a memory of a time when Gerald suggested the two of them work together, help each other out, pool ideas. So they worked together for the first time, reading some book or other. Harry says he wasn’t sure he got it, but Maddie did. Maddie got it, she understood it. If we let her, she’ll go on about how she found it all so brilliant, and Harry, being Harry, sort of fell for her then. That’s what he says. Fell for her as she was talking about this book he didn’t understand. He’ll recall the way the scene had played out all those years ago, the way Maddie yielded to him, the warmth of her, the smell of her, the simplicity and ease of it all, and so the prickle made him reach for her hand, in that church. It was a reaction to that sentimental memory. Typically, for Harry, he says he wanted to touch her right there, at that funeral, just some contact, some connection re-established. But just as he began to reach out, just as his hand shifted towards hers, just at that very second, he says Maddie sneezed. A quiet squeak of a sneeze, stifled well by covering her nose and mouth with both hands. Moment lost. Prickle gone. Maddie maintains she doesn’t remember this, of course, and Harry, well, Harry’s feelings are different.


Outside, he says, rain continued to fall. It fell on the coffin as it was lowered into the ground, it struck the yew trees and skittered off onto the moss below, it dripped down Gerald’s son’s face and it probably seemed to reduce everyone’s life to blurry shapes; imprecise, hazy, diluted.


Maddie says she was relieved when it was over, the funeral that is. She says she was soaked through, glad to be directed to the local pub where there were post-funeral sandwiches, and drinks. Had she been alone, she would certainly have ordered a large glass of red – very large. She would have. She would have drunk the first one quickly, got the taste. The second one she would have savoured for a little longer, but not until the third would she have sat in the corner and enjoyed the relaxation of it. That’s Maddie.


‘Having a drink?’ Harry remembers asking.


Yes, if she had been alone, she would have followed those glasses of red with a large brandy. Maybe two.


‘Orange juice. Thanks,’ she said, but there was an edge to her voice and Harry says he caught it.


‘You sure? You don’t want something else?’


‘No, just orange juice.’


A pause. It would have been one of those irritating ones, like a cat about to pounce.


‘Sure? I mean I don’t mind if you want a drink. I’ll drive, we can leave your car here.’


‘Oh, for God’s sake Harry. Just a bloody orange juice.’ Maddie would have tried to keep her voice low. ‘That’s what I asked for.’


Now, if we’d have been there, if we could have listened carefully, we would have heard the creak and groan of the foundations of their life. Harry heard it – he says he did – but he says he bought her the bloody orange juice without another word and watched her drink it. Every mouthful. And every swallow will have looked sour, toxic. If we suppose he was enjoying her discomfort, we’d be wrong. Fact was he was looking at her but he says he was noticing how her hair hung like damp cardboard that day, framing a square jaw, very white skin. To him, something seemed to have withered her a little, she seemed smaller, scooped-out somehow. She had been the girl who’d cycled everywhere to meet him, who’d sung rugby songs to amuse him, who’d once written a short story for Pulp Erotica and had read it aloud to him. What had happened to her? This is what Harry was thinking.


‘What are you looking at?’ she apparently said, after a moment or two.


‘Nothing,’ he said.


It’s not that Harry is a complete fool. Not at all. Every day, he says he makes an attempt to take hold of his life, even though it’s not the life he planned. He’ll tell us that most of the anxieties he felt as an undergraduate have gone. He’ll try to convince us he’s developed a calmer approach to life, so, rather than grabbing the rhythm of the day and dancing with it, in reality, he usually just avoids facing the music, tries to avoid worrying about what seems to be the hyper-reality of his life: the rude students in the bottom set groups, the constant pressure, the worry of making each day, each child, matter. Being a teacher, he says, has taught him patience, tolerance, anxiety management. He says his father, a GP, always said, ‘Take three paracetamol to lift depression.’ And some mornings – most mornings – he does just that. Even now, after all that has happened, he says he’ll try to get better. Try to be a better person.


Don’t be fooled by him though. He, like us, finds ways with which to release his various tensions. He does.


When Maddie looks back at the day of Gerald’s funeral, she’ll remember most clearly the pub, its smells and sounds of wine and men. She’ll remember the imprint of working men still visible in every speck of grime in that pub. She’d been there before, in this place, without Harry, many times. She says she thought the barman recognised her but she didn’t acknowledge him, feigning ignorance – something she’s good at. She says she felt a sudden twinge of something and might have said something like, ‘Why do I always forget my umbrella?’ and surprised herself with her own inanity.


Harry’s eyebrows apparently shot up into a furrow and she says she knew he was delaying swallowing a mouthful of shandy.


‘My umbrella would have been useful today.’ Her voice would have trailed off and she probably drained her orange juice in one go.


Harry would have swallowed and said nothing.


To an outsider, they were, are, an odd-looking couple. Harry with his awkward stance, looking uncomfortable, out of place or out of time somehow. Some women, girls, apparently, think he could be attractive, handsome even, if he just made an effort. If he wore different clothes, got a decent hair-cut, bulked up a little. Some girls think all that could make a difference. They do. And leaning against the bar of that pub, he probably looked a little shy, younger than his years, smooth-faced, maybe a little shifty – the man who was the boy who had sand kicked in his face – somehow bereft. Several times, he says he tried to catch someone’s eye, anyone really, and each time they ignored him. It’s because he seems to have very little presence. It’s like he isn’t sure of anything at all. Odd for a teacher really. To look at him, you’d think he was an accounts clerk or a storeman of some kind. His fingers are longish, his hands clean, soft – as if he might use hand-cream or hand-gel. He holds a pint glass, but the drink’s mainly lemonade, a kid’s drink. Next to him, we can imagine Maddie, empty glass in hand. On first glance looking every bit the English Rose, but if you look again you’ll notice there’s a sort of relaxed energy about her features, a defensive strength in her posture that makes it difficult to guess her age. She could be fifteen or fifty, or anywhere in between. If you were a woman, you might wonder where the hell she got that dress – it looks too big, too long, too old-fashioned – it covers too much of her. Figures like hers are the ones women generally crave. Outsiders might ask what do they see in one another? Why are they even together, these two?


And there’s something else. It’s difficult to explain, but it’s as if a sort of seventh veil settled between them some time ago. And it would have been visible, right there as they sat, or stood or whatever, looking in opposite directions. It would have been as if everything that had gone before had silently smothered them, like a fragile membrane. No matter what they say, they didn’t realise that completely then. They just didn’t.


 


They say they received the invitation the next day, by phone. Maddie had just left for work. Another day of drudgery and pointless cajoling at the office. Probably late, looking tired, but showing other symptoms that morning, maybe a little peaky-looking. Pinched, maybe. Still, she says she had managed a mouthful of tea, fluttered a dishcloth across the work surfaces and as the telephone rang, was most likely crunching into second gear and cursing the clutch. The message on the answer machine, the message that remains there still undeleted, was from a voice sounding chipper for so early in the morning:


‘Ah, thought I might catch you before work. Not to worry, just wanted to thank you for coming to Dad’s funeral. Lovely to see you both, just sorry you had to leave so early. Wanted to invite you to a reunion really. Thought it might be good to get some of dad’s old graduates together, you know . . . Don’t know if you’ll be interested? Well, give me a call if you are. I know dad would have liked it.’ Something like that.


They have replayed this message a hundred times since, Maddie and Harry have. They say they have, anyway.


And that day, it was pretty standard for both of them, so they say: Harry, at work with his ham-fisted attempts at educating today’s youth in Shakespeare and semi-colons. Maddie, shivering in her cardy, cursing each infrequent punter who dared to enter the dreary estate agency. Both of them most likely loathing their shop-bought sandwiches, both stomaching a different brand of cheap, instant coffee and both willing the day to end. At some point in the day, it had occurred to both of them that this was no way to live, and both of them had asked themselves how they had managed to reach this point, this low point. The thoughts weren’t simultaneous of course – Harry says his occurred just after mid-morning break and the unusual arrival of the Principal into his classroom.


‘Not staying,’ the Principal apparently said, in amongst a troupe of girls arriving early for the lesson. ‘Just need you to drop in and see me. Tomorrow before school. 8ish?’


Harry nodded but says he felt his heart battle to keep control. An unscheduled, uncalendared meeting like this was not good. Normally, of course, provided you’ve been doing your job, provided you’ve nothing to hide, there should be nothing to worry about. Harry had been doing his job as best he could, but that’s not necessarily saying much.


And, fact is, we all have something to hide.


And there it was. The thought in Harry’s head: how did we get to this point?


Maddie would have arrived at this question later on in the day. She says one of her sales fell through. In other months, Maddie would have sworn a little, smoked a sneaky cigarette, maybe, and made sure she sold the property to someone else by the time she went home. That day, however, she says she was sick. Physically sick. She received the call from an apologetic vendor, and then, right there, just in time to get to the poky staff toilet, Maddie says she was sick.


And that was when she would have thought: We can’t live like this. We absolutely can’t.


Harry says he came straight home from work that day. He would have been pre-occupied and that’s why he would have missed the red flash of the answer machine, even in the gloom of their hallway. Instead, he would have headed for his computer. We can try to imagine it. And even those who think they know him well would have thought he cut a peculiar figure that day, lurching in as he would have, seemingly unaware of the earthy cold in their house. Most would have expected him to flick on the central heating, curse himself for not having sorted the timer out, maybe boil the kettle, but Harry says he didn’t do any of that. So, it was Maddie who, having so nearly taken the call that morning, caught the urgency of the flashing light, pushed ‘play’ and took the message.


When they look back, when they re-run the scene, try to lay the blame, even they find it difficult.


Recalling that time, that early evening, Maddie says she remembers odd things like the sibilance of the voice on the answer machine and the way it cut through a sort of mustiness that seemed to have been threatening to settle for months, years. She remembers Harry in the kitchen, not at his computer. She remembers a conversation. Something like:


‘Can you smell damp?’ Maddie, asking.


‘Was that Gerald’s son on the phone?’ Harry now.


‘I can smell damp, or something, can’t you?’


‘What’s that he said about a reunion?’


‘So hungry.’


‘Shall I call him back?’


‘Have we got any food?’


‘I’ll call him back.’


Looking back, we can try to imagine Maddie’s head hunched, obscured as she foraged in the fridge. Knowing Maddie, all there would have been was microwaveable lasagne, a pack of out-of-date leeks or the crusty edge of month-old cheddar. Not good. She’s not a good housekeeper is Maddie. But that sickness from earlier had left her feeling empty and nauseous with hunger. What she wanted was something vinegary. Pickles, yes. Beetroot. That’s what she says. We might imagine her starting to get desperate. Desperate with hunger or whatever. Meantime, in the hall, to her, Harry would have been just a hazy silhouette on the telephone. His conversation with Gerald’s son? Functional, probably. A list of mental tick-boxes quickly ticked off, where and when the reunion was to be held, and a swift, polite acceptance. When he returned to the kitchen, he says Maddie was heating soup on the stove. To Harry, watching her standing there, it seemed as if she had used up her entire supply of energy, of life, really. Harry says he spoke first.


‘I talked to him. It’s on Saturday out at Oakhall Manor. A reunion.’


Maddie should have replied, should have found some response. She should have said something, she says she didn’t really want to go, but instead, she says she just stirred the soup and nodded. Harry should have grown restless, irritated. Maybe he wanted to, but there was much on his mind, quite a tangle of complexities there. In his own words, ‘there wasn’t much cognitive surplus left for spontaneity.’


Pathetic. Both of them.


So, they would have eaten the soup. She, concentrating, probably swallowing as much as she could as quickly as she could, scraping the spoon across and around the dish, leaving sticky brown-white lines where she refused to leave a single drop, clinking the spoon inside the dish when she’d finished. He, floundering after the second mouthful, and with a vague gesture of resignation and a pained expression, giving up. Maddie would have hesitated. For a moment she might have looked as if she’d ask him what was wrong. There is a precise second when she says she looked right at him, and sensing a meaning in his eyes, sat motionless, suspended somewhere in time. But she says a whirl of nauseous hunger seemed to overpower her and the only thing she could do was reach for his unfinished soup and say something like, ‘Don’t throw it away, I’ll finish it.’


 


It’s very easy to be evil. Even by accident. Accidental evil. I read somewhere about someone, some judge or other, who said something about society containing naughty girls doing grown-up things and then bitterly regretting them.


Depends on our viewpoint. As to whether we regret anything, is what I mean. It’s a lovely idea, regret is. Probably best to keep it all locked up, not expose it to the light of day.


Regret, that is, not evil.


 


Maddie says she awoke slowly the next morning. Spasms of winter rain had bothered the silence in the room, and, eyes still shut, she says she rolled over outstretching her arm into an empty space. She must have slowly realised she forgot to set the alarm. She says she felt she was beginning to forget things. She most likely got up out of bed carefully, and, with that sort of dark lethargy she has, stood up, opened the curtains and looked outside. It was still dark, so she says. That awkward kind of Black Country darkness, probably, and she says she shivered as if she’d suddenly fallen into freezing water, or someone had walked over her grave. She says she knew she needed to get a grip on the day, take a shower. So she did. But, poor Maddie, the smell of the shampoo, the feel of the water, they pierced something in her, and before she knew it, she says there was that nausea again. And nothing could rid her of it. Nothing. No amount of retching, no amount of sweating or swallowing or hyperconcentration on mind over matter. And as she sat gracelessly on the floor in the corner of the bathroom, she says she trembled as she wept. And later whilst Maddie dressed – all black that day, she says – Harry probably waited outside the Principal’s office, pretending he didn’t care, most likely attempting banter with a group of sixth formers arriving early, probably ignoring the enquiring glances of those he called ‘colleagues’. Harry’s keen to tell us it was 8.10 am when the Principal appeared from the far end of the quad. From Harry’s viewpoint, he – this Principal – is a crow-like man, stiff and tall, presiding over them all with a nasty superiority, in a black suit, driving a black car. They call him the Undertaker and, according to Harry, he just seems to be waiting to snap your coffin closed and bury it whether you are alive or dead. Harry says he suspected there was a coffin waiting for him inside the Principal’s office, and in a way he was right. The crows were circling overhead.


He should have found it worrying that day, surely. He should have felt a little worried. This was his career, wasn’t it? He should have heard the caw-caw from a distance, felt at the very least sad. But he didn’t. He says he didn’t. In fact, as the Principal approached him, it’s possible that Harry felt a jab of something like joy in his heart. Unaware of the rain vexing the grass on the playing field and leaking in through the roof, or of Maddie’s tears back in their bathroom for that matter, Harry says he stepped into the Principal’s peculiar, windowless office and closed the door.


Harry speaks freely about this meeting, that heart-cracking time in that nasty office: the opening of the filing cabinet, the pulling out of the file, the grave glance at the wristwatch, the vague smell of disinfectant. And the conversation beginning ‘Now, Mr Logue . . .’ And then a horrible pause. Really, with hindsight, Harry knows he should have spoken up at that point. He should have steered the conversation in a way that placed him more in charge, in control. He should have prepared a defence. But, as usual, he was too slow. So when the Principal said, ‘I’ve been meaning to have a word with you for a while now,’ Harry’s admits his response was idiotic and stammering.


‘I know . . .’ he said, ‘I sort of hoped you would . . . but . . .’


‘The thing is,’ the Principal was ignoring him, ‘we have a problem.’


Another of those pauses.


A pause and a flick through the file. Imagine it now.


Harry says his mind seemed to go completely blank, says it drained out quite suddenly. This is how he remembers it. No joy, no fear, just nothing, and it will have shown on his face. Like a man facing a firing squad the moment before they cover his eyes.


‘I need you to be honest, Harry.’


Honest. Harry says the word stung the air.


I will, Harry thought, I will, I’ll explain. Let me explain.


‘Just tell me if I’ve got it wrong.’ The Principal apparently leaned forward, hands clasped as if in prayer. ‘But something has been brought to my attention about you.’


Harry’s paralysis can’t have been noticed by the Principal. Perhaps we only see what we expect to see, and anyway, Harry says the file-flicking had begun again.


‘Morals and ethics.’ The Undertaker was caw-cawing now. ‘What’s your take?’


‘My take?’ Harry said, eventually. We can guess he was visibly thrown a little, actually trying to formulate a confession of sorts. Harry says his ‘take’ was that he was about to be tortured, made to suffer, that the bastard was going to enjoy making him squirm. And he says he felt momentarily affronted.


‘Morals and ethics?’


‘Yes, well, Moral Philosophy really. All that Beyond Good and Evil stuff. Nietzsche, is it?’


We can imagine that Harry was lost now, but he says he remembers the sound of a girl, hooting with laughter outside in the corridor, in that inexplicable way teenage girls do, and for a split second both men’s attention was drawn to the door, probably thinking she was going to burst in. Maybe prompted by the sudden jab of time and reality, the Principal said, ‘Your degree. I notice it contains some Philosophy. Do you think you could teach some in upper school? Margaret’s just announced she’s pregnant, again, and I can’t see another way round it. No-one else has a clue. I really don’t want to advertise, haven’t the time, do you think you could do it justice? Be honest.’


Not even Harry would have guessed this conversation, this brief meeting would have gone on to contain the words ‘advancement’ and ‘promotion’ and ‘increased salary’.


Imagine him, Harry, sitting there in that office, grappling with the prospect of accepting a temporary promotion to a post he didn’t want in a job he loathed and wasn’t much good at. Imagine that. Imagine how appalled he must have felt at the trust, the faith, the desperation of it all.


Of course he accepted it. What else would he do? He was an easy target. But then Harry was always that.


Leaving the Principal’s office, Harry says he looked out across the corridors, out across the quad and the playing fields beyond. It had stopped raining, but the roof above him probably continued to leak. And Maddie, back at home, she was still crying.


Did they celebrate, Maddie and Harry? Did they celebrate Harry’s promotion with champagne or dinner out somewhere nice, or a cosy little glass of something? Did they plan how they might save or spend the extra cash? Did they have an early night, make love like they used to, thinking only of the future, of themselves in the future and how lucky, lucky, lucky they were?


Not a chance.


Maybe it would have been different if Harry had mentioned anything, if he’d actually told her about his day. But he didn’t. And anyway, he was late, so he says, and when he arrived home she was in bed half asleep. His late arrival would have meant nothing to her. She says she hardly noticed except for the tug of the duvet as he crept into the chilly space beside her.


And they lay there, both of them mostly awake with their eyes closed, doubtless both of them with their various insecurities working away in their heads. Both of them, at that stage unaware of what the future held.


 


Even today, if we ask them, if we were able to ask them, their story might change, waver just a little.


With some certainty, both Maddie and Harry will describe the humdrum mechanics of getting ready for the reunion, the one organised by Gerald’s son. It was a Saturday, that’s true. It’s not particularly important, but Maddie recalls agonising over what to wear. Dress or trousers? Dark or bright colours? Harry remembers her wearing a dress, dark red, maroon. He remembers the beginnings of an argument before they left, something about his untidy computer desk, but he’s evasive or can’t remember much about it. And then the journey: uneventful. Maddie was determined to drive because the act of driving relieved her of the responsibility of conversation. Besides, in truth, she wanted to take her car so that she would have a reason not to drink. Trying to be good, so she says. Harry didn’t argue, and his memory seems equally clear about that, and it’s important. Maddie drove.


The road to Oakhall Manor eventually thins out to a winding lane for a mile or so before a single-track drive to the car park. Locals ironically call this stretch The Straits and it makes arrival at Oakhall slightly more memorable. That night, Maddie, concentrating on silence, would have missed the sight of the blue and orange and purple night collapsing behind her as she headed out from the gritty Midlands towards the intermittent promise of the Worcestershire hills. It might just have been the time of year, but Maddie remembers the trees lining this road seemed to crowd in towards her. Everybody says this. It’s an illusion of course, but there’s an impression that in passing through, in leaving behind that toxic-looking Black Country landscape, you’re disloyal somehow, that in leaving the town you have broken a promise, that you’ve forsaken something. It could just have been the winter dark. That, maybe, and the hungover air from industrial estates. That night Maddie remembers seeing lightning forking, yellowish across the hills ahead of her. But she continued to drive, silently concentrating, and Harry, she remembers him as impassive, silently thinking beside her.


Yes, it would be good, more entertaining to report some kind of conversation, but there was none, apparently. No music either. No radio. Only a brittle whirr of machinery – the engine, a blast from the heater, the various scales of sound as both Maddie and Harry would have drifted away from each other.


So. There’s a steep, narrow slope of a lane before you reach the raw commercial interruption that is Oakhall Manor. Is it mock Tudor? It’s the sort of place that’s a venue for second marriages or weekends away, or office Christmas lunches. It’s not that far from the rough end of town, but the fact of having to arrive via a drive flanked by darkness and clipped hawthorn hedges can fool you into thinking you’ve escaped. You haven’t of course. And that night, the night of the reunion, Maddie and Harry were under no illusions. In fact, as they arrived, they both felt the same way, so they say, not really looking forward to it, uncomfortable, aware of the necessity to play out their parts like actors in a film. Only duty made them attend. Gerald would probably have liked it.


As they got out of the car, both say they were immediately aware of the smell of cold water, faintly bitter. Somewhere nearby there was a brook or a spring, or a leaking pipe, or something and the prickly moist air made them sharpen their stride across the tarmac. When they think back to this moment, the moment they rushed into the warmth, the moment they saw Jonathan Cotard, isn’t it interesting that both Maddie and Harry use the same word to describe it? At first, both of them say it seemed ‘uneventful’. They’re trivialising, minimising the situation. And at first, when they recall that meeting, they agree with each other that they saw Jonathan Cotard that Saturday. They agree a couple of other things: that they spoke about Gerald, the weather, their jobs. Small talk. And they talk about Jonathan as if this was the very first time they’d ever met him. They say they were both surprised at how comfortable they felt in his company. Jonathan, they say, had been one of Gerald’s first batch of students, not their cohort, a little older. Nice chap. This is what they’ll tell us, at first.


According to Harry, though, there were only a few people there when they arrived. Some they recognised, most they didn’t. He says the room felt warm, cosy, and there was that commercial smell of coffee and beer and food and firewood, which eased him. The barman smiled at them and Harry says he approached him as manfully as he could, feeling his shoes slick across the thick carpet, and says he began to think maybe the evening wouldn’t be too bad after all. And it was whilst Harry ordered drinks that Maddie would have wandered away. Minutes later, Harry says he caught sight of her talking to a man. He watched as they spoke, voyeur that he is, and he remembers she looked ‘ripe’. That’s the word he used. When pressed, Harry says she had a wild look about her. Self-assured. Her hair looked longer, glossier. Her skin, paler. And her lips, Harry says it was like he’d never noticed her lips before. Even now, he can’t really explain what he means – he says he can’t explain. He says it might have been something to do with the light or maybe about the way she tilted her head, the way she looked at that man – Jonathan – the way that red dress clung to her body. The maroon of it. And her body – nothing particularly obvious – certainly not flirty, not really, not to him, but he says there was a peculiar, overfilled flexibility about her, an animation that gave her a kind of ripeness. And Harry remembers he felt a sudden grief, so thick and deep and long, he says it might have been love, or something. He says he watched her for a second or two, noticed the way she angled her face, the way she pushed her hair away from her forehead, the way her eyes looked greener somehow, even from a distance. Next to that man she looked strangely young, looking up, enraptured, or so it seemed, by something he was saying.


‘Harry.’ A voice beside him. Gerald’s son, saying something about being pleased to see them, something like that. Harry says he was looking over to where Maddie was.


‘Ah, she’s with Jonathan.’ Harry remembers Gerald’s son leaning in, and leading Harry over to them, Maddie and Jonathan, standing close.


Harry says it was odd but he remembers feeling embarrassed, like an intrusion, a pathetic interruption. The drinks he was carrying slopped over his fingers. He says he felt foolish.


‘Jonathan,’ Gerald’s son said. ‘Let me introduce Harry Logue to you. You’ve already met the lovely Madeleine by the looks of things. Maddie, you look absolutely lovely. Thank you for coming.’


There would have been an exchange of a quick kiss between Maddie and Gerald’s son – Maddie and her kisses, it’s ­inevitable – and a handshake between Harry and Jonathan. Harry’s sticky, loose handshake.


Maddie took the drink without looking and Harry says he traced her look to Jonathan’s face. Up close, he says Jonathan seemed taller, easily more than six feet tall. Neither young nor old, one of those men whose age was impossible to guess, but he was certainly old enough to be a man with a purposeful grip on life. This was true. He looked at Harry with grey eyes and a comfortable smile. And a nod.


‘Jonathan was Dad’s first success,’ Gerald’s son said.


They both remember Jonathan adjusting his gaze, and there was a pause. Harry says he, Jonathan, held a glass of something that looked like whisky. And just beneath the cuff of his shirt, the bracelet of a watch was visible, glinting gold. If Harry had known much about watches, he’d have known then that it was a Patek Phillipe original, but what he says he noticed were Jonathan’s long fingers – pianist’s fingers, or artist’s fingers maybe – and his slim wrist and oddly milky skin. He says he noticed how little black hairs had invaded the back of Jonathan’s hand. And then the cut of his trousers, good quality, the way the material fell against his legs. This is what Harry will tell you.


‘Well, that was when I was young.’ Harry remembers Jonathan speaking slowly, the intonation of another local town. Harry says he couldn’t quite place it.


‘Gerald’s successes,’ Harry said. ‘Yes, well, can’t say I count myself among them.’


It was meant to be self-deprecating, and it is a tactic Harry often uses. Too often for Maddie’s liking, and it would have shown on her face. A micro expression of agitation, a slightly slower blink, a very light sigh. Jonathan would have noticed it.


‘Oh?’ he said.


‘Well,’ Harry said, only partly aware of how irritating Maddie found him, ‘I mean, I ended up teaching. You know, those who can do, those who can’t . . .’


His voice would have trailed off, and he would have taken a sip of his beer to fill the conversational void he expected. Maddie, we can imagine, clenched a fist, like a boxer.


‘Actually, I admire you,’ Jonathan said, turning to him. They both remember this, the way Jonathan said it. And the way that Jonathan looked at him, Harry says, it was like he was appraising, quickly appraising the length of Harry’s body and then allowing his gaze to rest on Harry’s face as if he was looking intensely at something interesting through a microscope. And Harry’s breath, it unexpectedly caught, this is what he says. And even recounting it causes him some embarrassment, because it was at that moment, he says, that it started to strike him. It did. It struck him that no-one admired Harry Logue. It struck him that he led a life lacking in any admiration at all. He knows it’s inexplicable that he reacted, that he must have been visibly taken aback. He knows it would have been easy to have interpreted the comment as patronising, or the look as sinister, but he didn’t. And, of course, we weren’t there, we didn’t hear Jonathan’s intonation, see his face, feel what passed between them. It’s not for us to judge what was in those words, or that look. But it took a noise, someone laughing, someone somewhere over to their left, to break the spell, apparently. Harry looked, and as he did, says he caught sight of himself in a mirror. He remembers he seemed to look hungry for approval somehow. A bit desperate. He says he straightened his back and rearranged his thoughts, but his reflection that night remains with him. If you ask him, he’ll tell you.


For Maddie, her memories of that night are coloured differently. The more she is forced to remember, the tighter the grip of fear. What prompted her to speak to Jonathan was more to do with herself. That night she says she seemed to feel more sensitive, physically sensitive. The material of her dress felt odd against her skin and she remembers the sensation as melting spasms of prickly pleasure. Prickly pleasure. And she says she didn’t want to share them with Harry. She’s clear on that. When she entered the hallway of Oakhall Manor, she admits to suddenly feeling an inexplicably acute longing to be desired, and even the touch of her own fingers against her face, her hair, her forehead, seemed intensely promising. She would tell you that Jonathan Cotard happened to be the first man she saw. At first she says she thought there was something familiar about him, and she felt she had no choice but to speak to him. To her, the conversation comes into focus only after what must have been a clumsy introduction. Maybe it was because she felt Jonathan looked only at her eyes, yet seemed acutely aware of the rest of her, that sustained her interest. Maybe.
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