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Chapter One


Now





Rosalind looked at her watch without seeing the time and then looked again and saw it was just coming up to 10.30am. She had no idea how long the train had been standing there. She hadn’t noticed it stopping in the first place. 

Not long, she guessed, given that none of the other passengers was showing signs of impatience or restlessness.  Maybe there’d been an announcement she hadn’t heard, giving the reason and duration.  Maybe there hadn’t, and they’d just shrugged and accepted it.  That was certainly how Rosalind felt.  There was nothing she could do, so she did nothing.  

There were whispered conversations in the carriage, the kind people have when all around is silence.  The man sitting opposite Rosalind was staring out of the window.  Rosalind did the same.  She looked at fields of hard soil and blades of grass still held by frost beneath a sky that was blue with spatters of cloud and a dazzling sun that filled the carriage with light and no heat.  The sunlight scorched her mind, filled it with blazing white that threatened pain.  The light would fade soon, she thought.

She had no idea where the train was and couldn’t recall what time it had left or when it was due at its destination.

When Jack was a boy, he and Rosalind used to play a game.  It was whispered on buses or trains so as not to be overheard.  They would pick out other passengers and make up stories about them: where they were going, why they were making the journey, who they would meet.

She briefly asked herself about the man sitting opposite.  Maybe thirty years old, dressed neatly and casually in a crew neck sweater and shirt.  He was slim, had short hair and was clean-shaven.  On the seat next to him was a laptop bag; on the table that divided them he had placed his phone and a novel, the title and author of which she didn’t recognise.  

Why is he making this journey? she wondered.  Why is he travelling all the way from Exeter to Manchester?  Maybe he isn’t, of course.  Maybe he’ll get off at one of the stops along the way, to attend a meeting or address a conference.  Not to shop, though, and it’s too early in December for him to be travelling for Christmas.  And what if he is playing the same game?  What would he see?  He’d think me old: an old woman, pale, her skin lined and dull.  A battered shoulder bag stuffed with underwear and a change of clothes.  Her hair grey and brittle, in need of attention, in need of a cut that would cost more than she could afford.  She hasn’t yet taken off that thin, drab, navy raincoat, underneath which was an old sweater, worn at the elbows, underneath which was a thin and tired body in need of food and coffee.

He would never guess the reason for my journey, she thought.  He could never look at me and think I am travelling to keep vigil at the side of my son Jack’s hospital bed, to watch helpless while he recovers or dies.  Dies.

The train moved off; a sense of relief and return to normality swept through the carriage.  Normal volume was restored.

Rosalind had felt no impatience, and now she felt no ease despite the urgency of her mission.  She had laid down her arms and surrendered the moment she opened the door to find a police officer, anxious, uncertain, unused to the task facing her.  The surrender was due.  There was no point in pretending to fight on.  Jack was the final blow.

And so she did nothing and felt nothing.  Just yielded, yielded all semblance of control and power. No need, then, to question her feelings or actions, no need, no desire.  No self-recrimination.  No guilt.  If she had no control, if she was litter caught in the wind, then how could she have blame?  She understood that and welcomed it, a release, a blessed release.  No obligation now to halt the slow slide, to arrest the deterioration, to pretend things could be better if only she tried harder.  She would just do.  No requirement to think any longer.








  
  

Chapter Two


Now





She picked up her phone and scrolled down to Gerard’s number. How long had it been since they saw each other last? 1990? Maybe ’91, ’92? Call it thirty years, a nice round number. Thirty years since they split up. A couple of phone calls since then, no more than that, and only in the weeks following the break-up, to sort the odds and ends that remained when all else had gone, following a relationship that lasted two years and had seemed set to last for many more at one point. A toothbrush, some clothes, books, always more than you think, boxed or bagged and retrieved during polite, brief visits. 

“I think I got everything,” Gerard said.  “But have a look for yourself.”

He was in Manchester, where Rosalind would have to change for Liverpool.  She had no reason to call him.  She had given him little thought since the break-up and didn’t think he’d have given her much thought either.  They exchanged Christmas cards for a few years.  When she and Mark and Jack moved house, she sent Gerard her new address and included her mobile number.  He gave her his mobile in a card: ‘Wishing you every happiness in your new home’.  And they remembered each other’s birthdays for a while.  But such contact was sporadic, and the messages inside the cards never suggested regret for either of them, went barely any further than the printed messages the cards already contained.

She pressed ‘Dial’ and then immediately ended the call, pressed ‘Dial’ again and then immediately ended the call again.  She called a third time and let it ring until Gerard answered.

“It’s me.”  He didn’t recognise her voice, she could tell.  “Ros,” she said.  She could tell that even then, he wasn’t sure, couldn’t immediately find the name in his files, couldn’t make it fit anywhere.  It had been thirty years.  She sensed him floundering.  “Rosalind,” she said.  “We used to…”

“Ros,” he said.  “Yes, sorry.  Of course.  Rosalind.  Sorry, I was just…I wasn’t…”

Thirty years.

“I shouldn’t have called,” she said.  “Are you busy?”

“Yes,” he said.  She liked that, liked the directness of the response.  He didn’t use to be like that.  And then he breathed, recovered himself, recalled social convention.  “I mean, it’s okay.”  He forced brightness.  “What can I do for you?”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said.  “I’ll call later.”  She hung up before Gerard could say, “No, wait,” or in case he didn’t.

She pictured him thinking about calling back, deciding against it.  She wondered where he was.  He sounded indoors.  At his desk at work?  Stressed?  Preoccupied with meeting a deadline?  Strange how you can go from knowing someone so intimately, knowing everything about them, to knowing nothing. 

If he wants to call back, he will, she told herself. 








  
  

Chapter Three


Then





“Ah, Miss Duncan!” 

Mr Grayson, the headteacher of Queensmead High School, always greeted her like this whenever he met her in the corridor, hailing her, a wide grin spread across his features.  He was a big man, solid rather than fat, with a beard and a thick head of curly, unruly hair.  As ever, his tie was twisted, and his jacket was in need of a dry clean.  He would say often that his wife was always nagging him to smarten up and get some new suits, but he wasn’t the corporate type and, besides, there was plenty of wear left in this jacket.

He had a loud voice and a big presence and could be intimidating to staff and pupils alike, but Rosalind knew he respected her and admired the way she went about her work. She knew he had a soft spot for her — avuncular, not at all inappropriate.  Slight, elfin, small, she felt dwarfed by him and thought of him as a giant teddy bear.

She stopped and waited for him to reach her.  Feigning indignation, she said, as she always did, “Headteacher, it’s Ms Duncan, not Miss!” 

And as he always did, the headteacher said, “Forgive me, my dear.”  He added, “I suppose I’m not allowed to say that, either.”  And he smiled his broad smile, and she smiled her lopsided smile, and her eyes danced.  In so many other men, this would have been tiresome, but she enjoyed the routine with the head, liking him and knowing he liked her and knowing, too, that he was a good man who would do anything for his pupils and those members of staff who deserved it.

“Actually, I’m glad I caught you,” he said, his voice now soft and quiet, gently conspiratorial.  “Have you seen the Careers post is up for grabs?”

“Err, oh, I saw it, yes,” said Rosalind.  

At times — when excited or anticipating something good — her speech became full of hesitations, the delivery deliberate, slow, and cautious, but with a comical bounce.  Her eyes could sparkle and appear unconvinced at the same time. 

“And?” the head said.

“And, er, well…I…” she responded.  She shifted the books in her arms.  “I don’t know what to say.  I haven’t thought…”

“Well, you should,” he said.  “Think.”  And then he marched off, leaving Rosalind standing still before she remembered she had a lesson to teach. She felt a tingle of expectation, felt part of the head’s conspiracy, and went off to her lesson much happier than before.

There were some grumblings when she got the job, mainly from the only other applicant, Trevor Jervis, a science teacher in his late 40s.

“Don’t know why I bothered applying,” he said to Rosalind.  “It was always going to be you, wasn’t it?”

“Thanks, Trevor,” Rosalind said, thrilled and relieved to have been offered the post.  It was only later, back in the house she shared with Naomi, that she reflected on what he said.  It struck her it wasn’t a generous comment at all, but one seeking to undermine her confidence, to deflate her, make her doubt herself.

Jervis was a tall, lean, powerful man, capable of both charm and threat.  He had never taught anywhere but Queensmead.  His sourness and resentment were relatively recent developments.  He had once loved teaching, loved being in the classroom, and shown no interest in either moving school to gain experience or seeking any of the internal posts that came up regularly.  Any sort of promotion would have meant less time in the classroom and more time on administration, paperwork, and management.

“I didn’t come into teaching to fill in forms,” he used to say.

But his love of teaching faded as he entered his 40s, and he looked around and saw younger  – and, in his view, always less able – colleagues overtake him, earning more than him, telling him what to do.  If the colleague was a woman, he felt the resentment more keenly.  Women were there to flirt with and, if possible, sleep with.  Too late, he started applying for the internal posts that came up.  Failure fed his resentment to the point where failure was preferable to success.  He needed the bitterness more than the extra responsibility.

He was pleased with his comment to Rosalind and tickled that she had taken it as praise.  Further comments were blunter, unambiguous, made in her hearing to the small group of equally bitter teachers, resentful of the time they had yet to serve before retirement, contemptuous of anyone outside their little group, convinced of their ability to do everything better, who gathered in a particular corner of the staffroom to bitch and await their retirement.

“Of course, the head likes to have his stable of fillies.”

“Pretty young thing, though.  I certainly would.”

“Of course, if I had legs like that…”

He said nothing directly to Rosalind, gave no indication he was talking about her.  But Rosalind knew exactly what he was doing.

“Oh, that’s just Trevor,” they said.

“You’ve just got to ignore him,” they said.

“If you show him you’re bothered, he’s won,” they said.

“Are you sure he was talking about you?” they said.

He was friendly when she first joined the school and made a point of asking her how she was getting on, even though they were in different departments.  She looked back on some of his comments and realised he was coming on to her, that he was being suggestive but with plausible deniability.  

The best thing about the new job was that it came with an office.  In a corner of the school away from the main arteries, no bigger than a store cupboard and without windows, it was, nevertheless, a sign of a form of status.  She had a phone with an extension number, and a filing cabinet, and she could lock the door.  The evening she got the job, Rosalind stopped at a shopping centre and bought a pot plant and a small radio.

The previous incumbent hadn’t strained himself, content to distribute leaflets and invite guest speakers to address assemblies now and then.  Rosalind, however, was determined that she would raise the profile of the careers office and set about her new post with gusto, considering, for a while at least, that this could be the direction her own career would take.

The flagship policy which she brought up at the interview was a basic form of psychometric testing.  Prior to the interview, she received some useful advice from her landlady, Naomi.  

“Everyone talks rubbish in interviews,” she said.  “Everyone gabbles and hesitates and panics.  What you have to do is this: whoever asks you a question, look them in the eye while you’re answering, but include the rest of the panel, too.  Smile, lean forward, and sound enthusiastic.  Leave them in no doubt that you want the job.”  At this point, Naomi turned Rosalind to face her squarely.  She put her hands on her shoulders.  “Make them know that you want it!  Right?”

“Right,” said Rosalind.  Naomi, older than Rosalind and divorced, thought herself worldly-wise.  From the day she moved in, she’d decided that Rosalind was to be taken under her wing.  She came into her room most evenings.  What you have to do is this… was something she said a lot.

It was good advice.  Rosalind got the job anyway.  As usual for jobs in teaching, candidates were asked to wait while the panel discussed their relative merits, with the successful applicant called into the room once the decision was reached.

Naomi was home when Rosalind got back.  She came dashing downstairs when she heard the front door.

“Well?” she said.

“I got it,” Rosalind told her, and Naomi hugged her tightly.

“I told you, didn’t I?” said Naomi.  “Leave them in no doubt you want the job!”  Naomi just assumed that Rosalind had followed her advice, and it was this that swung things in her favour.  “Now, you sit yourself down.”  She pointed to the couch as if Rosalind needed help deciding where to sit.  “I’ll go and put the kettle on.”

“Actually, Naomi,” said Rosalind, “I’m a bit done in.  I might just go and lie down upstairs.”

“What you need is a nice cup of camomile tea,” Naomi called from the kitchen.  “Just the thing to give you a gentle lift.”  She popped her head around the door.  “Sit yourself down and then you can tell me all about it.”

Rosalind did as she was told.  The debrief lasted longer than the interview.  Just as Rosalind thought it had finished, Naomi said, “And what about this Derek Jervis?  He couldn’t have been happy.”

“He was fine about it, actually,” said Rosalind.  “Congratulated me.  Said he knew it was always going to be me.”

“Did he now?” Naomi said.

Her tone troubled Rosalind.  She went upstairs to change and lie down, but the sudden concern that Jervis’s words might have had another meaning kept her from relaxing and enjoying her moment.

The headteacher announced Rosalind’s appointment at the morning staff briefing the following day, also mentioning that she would be presenting her proposals on psychometric testing at the training day next week.

This was news to Rosalind, and she sought out the head when the briefing finished.

“You’ll have to walk with me,” he said.  “I’ve a parent waiting.”

Rosalind kept pace with his quick stride.  She wasn’t quite sure of what to say now that she had his attention.  Or had his attention up to a point.  The head seemed to speak to every pupil he passed, greeting each one cheerfully, interrupting Rosalind as she spoke.

“Erm, that was a bit of a surprise,” she said.  She spoke in the way she always did to the head — coy, familiar, a half-smile in her words.

“What was?” Mr Grayson’s tone was different today, formal, business-like, severe, not at all his usual manner with her.

“The, er, erm, what you said about the presentation,” Rosalind said.

“It will need to last an hour,” Mr Grayson said.  “Keep it clear, detailed.  Show how the pupils will benefit.  None of that blabbering like in the interview.”  A pupil approached, a fifth-year boy, a habitual latecomer.  “Ah, good afternoon, young Michael.  So nice of you to drop in.”  Michael grinned and apologised.

Rosalind stopped walking.  Mr Grayson continued to his office, paying no attention to the fact she was no longer alongside him.

She did not know what had changed with the head.  His words and manner kept her awake.  If she managed to put them out of her mind, they were quickly replaced by Jervis’s comment following the interview.  Soon the two merged, the head’s manner and Jervis’s false congratulations.  She didn’t consider that the head might have been busy or had something else on his mind.  No, Jervis had said something to him, made some assertion at his debrief about the reason for her appointment, and turned Grayson against her.  She didn’t give Grayson a chance to convince her otherwise.  Her mind was made up, and nothing would convince her otherwise.

Between the announcement of her presentation and the presentation itself, she slept little and did little else but prepare for it.  She arrived at school as the caretaker was opening up and had to be told to leave hours after everyone else had gone.

The presentation went well.  She spoke clearly and fluently, like a grown-up, she thought, and not like the little girl she felt herself to be.  Only when the questioning began did she start to crumble, stuttering in answer to objections and criticisms of the very notion of psychometric testing.  Jervis didn’t ask a single question but his sidekicks all did, and Rosalind grew hot and red, aware of his smirk even though she didn’t once look at him.

The testing went ahead, but on a much smaller scale than she had originally proposed, limited to sixth form volunteers rather than the top four years of the school, as she had intended, her idea being that such a process would help focus minds and drive achievement.

She tried one more big project, a careers day when all lessons would be suspended for the entire sixth form, as the students experienced in practice the work done by a variety of professionals Rosalind had persuaded to come in.  Not quite a failure; still, it didn’t go anywhere near as well as she had hoped.  Some teachers, Jervis among them, refused to release their students from what they insisted were vital lessons.  Some teachers, Jervis among them again, insisted on using the special catering brought in to feed the visitors from outside.

It took just a term for Rosalind to surrender, after which she did the job the way her predecessor had done it, giving out leaflets and bringing in the occasional guest speaker to address assemblies.  The plant she bought for her office died, overwatered.

The office came into its own, although it became a refuge, a hideaway, rather than the buzzing hive of activity and progress she had envisaged.  And it became a meeting place for a handful of sixth form girls from Rosalind’s History class.  Breaks and lunchtimes, free periods, after school, a small group of girls would gather at Miss Duncan’s door.  Only a few, and not always the same ones.  They would knock and enter, put the kettle on, enjoy the biscuits Rosalind provided but never ate.  They would talk about music and boys and schoolwork and the prospect of university.  Rosalind was only five or six years older than them and could remember kissing Barry on the train at Derby as if it were yesterday and easily allowed herself to imagine she was embarking on the same journey as the girls. 

They, on the other hand, thought of Rosalind as a mature, successful woman.  When she talked about her A levels and her visits to various universities, they listened intently.  They could not hear the longing in her voice, the yearning to be in the same position again.  Flattered though she was by their admiration, she knew she wasn’t the woman they thought her to be.  And she didn’t want to be.  She just wanted to be one of them.

There were some lunchtimes when no one came to her office.  Rosalind felt slighted by the no-shows, didn’t see that, to them, as fond as they were of her, she was still a teacher.  On these occasions, however, Rosalind would quickly overcome her sense of grievance and find an excuse to wander into the sixth form common room, to put up a notice, contrive an excuse to have a word with one of the students, pass on some information that could have waited, in search of warmth and belonging.

On one of these sorties, Rosalind brought a leaflet that she might otherwise have simply thrown away.  She held it in her hand at the entrance to the common room, surveying the space for the group she was looking for.  She spotted them sitting around a coffee table, eating their lunch.  Dismissing the question of why they’d chosen to stay here rather than come to her office, she made her way over, business-like, busy.

“Hi, girls,” she said.  “Sorry to interrupt your lunch, but I was thinking you’d be interested in this.”  She handed the leaflet to the girl closest to her.  “You, especially, Jenny, after what you were saying the other day.”

Jenny took the leaflet, only remembering what she’d said when she began reading it.

“Oh, yeah,” said Jenny.  “Women in engineering.  Cool.”  She passed the leaflet to the girl next to her.

“If you’re interested,” said Rosalind, “and I would guess you are, I can book us in today.”

“No rush, though, Miss,” said the girl who’d taken the information from Jenny.  “It’s not until the month after next.”

Rosalind felt herself blushing; it felt like she’d been caught out.  “No time like the present, though,” she said, hoping she sounded convincing.  “Besides, these things book up fast.”  She didn’t wait for approval.  “I’ll get right on it,” she said.  “Looks good, I must say.”

The trip would have appealed to Rosalind at any time.  Now, though, with her confidence shaken, feeling her roots in Queensmead starting to shrivel, and worried that she was a target in the staffroom, it was especially attractive.  It was a day out of school, a blessed relief.  Organising it gave her the chance to make lists, set deadlines, tick off tasks completed, and lose herself in mindless activity with different coloured pens and ruled lines and arrows, just as she had done when she was a schoolgirl.

The only black cloud was the need to get the head’s permission to take a group out, and she had to do this before anything else.  It nearly put her off the whole enterprise, and she spent a late night going over how she would approach it.

She had kept out of Mr Grayson’s way as much as possible since the day after her appointment.  It was unavoidable at times, of course.  Like her, he taught History, and so attended the regular departmental meetings, always insisting he be treated as just another member of the team, effusive with his apologies when arriving late or leaving early, for which the head of department always excused him even though he wouldn’t have done it for anyone else.  At these meetings he was jovial and affable, self-deprecating.  He was especially cheerful with Rosalind, often looking to catch her eye when he mock-shamefully admitted he hadn’t sorted the coursework as promised.

At other times, away from these meetings, he was distant, cold, and – in Rosalind’s eyes, at least – went out of his way to make her feel bad.  He sought her out in her office following the shambolic Jobs Experience Day she had organised.  It was a lunchtime, and a few sixth-form girls had gathered there.

“I was going to suggest we discussed how it went,” he said.  “Suffice it to say we won’t be doing such an event again.”  He looked at the girls sitting on the floor and then, with what she saw as contempt, at Rosalind.  She burned with shame and embarrassment.  The girls left, and Rosalind cried alone.

In need of his permission for the day out of school, she went down to his office, hoping he wouldn’t be there.  She had photocopied the leaflet and written a proposal to accompany it, stressing the value of the trip, justifying it as thoroughly as possible, anticipating objections, intending to leave the material with his secretary and get his approval or otherwise from her the following day.  But Mr Grayson was in his secretary’s office when Rosalind got there, and she had no choice but to speak to him.

“I’ll look at it now,” he said, taking the papers from her.  “Come into my office.”  He barely read anything Rosalind gave to him.  “Yes,” he said.  “Go ahead.  Any objections, just tell them I okayed the thing.”  His tone was neutral.  He didn’t look at her.  As she was leaving his office, he said, “Ros.  Before you go.”  Whatever he was going to say, he changed his mind about saying it.  “It doesn’t matter.”

Once the head’s permission was granted and all the details were sorted, the day at the fair was one Rosalind looked forward to, time away from the usual grind, with a group of sixth form girls who were clever and fun, girls who were nearly her friends.  Rosalind took her teaching duties seriously, but sometimes the responsibility, the need to be a grown-up, weighed heavily on her, and she wished people could see she was still just a young woman with no clear idea of who she was and what she wanted.  The job demanded certainty.  Time away from the school with these girls — free to display a worldliness they didn’t actually have — released her, let her be someone it was easier being.

Most of the girls had a clear idea of what they were going to do on leaving school, so there was no sense of urgency or purpose in their presence.  It was just a day out, really.  Once off the coach and in the conference centre, they split into groups and wandered away, leaving Rosalind alone.  She mooched from stand to stand, picking up leaflets that she put in her handbag to throw away later.  Something aroused her curiosity at one presentation stand, staffed by a man who looked happily undisturbed.  

Rosalind decided to disturb him.

“What exactly is an actuary?” Rosalind asked.

“That’s a good question,” the man answered.  “And if you ever find out, you must let me know.”

It was only then that Rosalind looked properly at the man at the jobs fair stand.  There was something about him, something that attracted her.  He wasn’t her usual type, even though she would have struggled to say what that was.  Taller than her, for sure, which this man wasn’t.  In fact, he was barely even the same height as her.  His features were small, and his face looked slightly squashed, somehow, but he had eyes which suggested laughter, and soft blond hair, and he wasn’t pushy at all, or even remotely business-like.  His poorly knotted tie and creased shirt were in stark contrast to the crisply presented staff at the other stalls, and his reply to her didn’t seem to indicate a hard sales drive.

“It’s quite an old-sounding word, isn’t it?” Rosalind said.  “Like…”

“Alchemist,” said the man.  “Or apothecary.”

“Is it something to do with engineering?” she asked.

“Not even remotely,” said the man.  “That much I do know.”

Rosalind knew he was only feigning ignorance, but she was enjoying herself for the first time since she’d arrived at the jobs fair.  Nice though it was to be away from school, she found the whole thing dreary.  The girls were enjoying themselves, though, or they seemed to be, at least.  She’d not seen any of them for a little while.

“Then why are you here?” Rosalind said.  “This is all meant to be about jobs for women in engineering.”  

The man shrugged his shoulders and sighed.  Rosalind could see fun in his blue eyes.

“I’m here,” he said, “because the company’s HR manager was owed a favour by my manager.  And my manager, Miss Duncan, believed I was the best man to do that favour.”

Rosalind looked down at the name badge she wore, as if to check he’d got it right.  She hadn’t noticed him looking and was impressed.

“That doesn’t seem at all fair, Mr…” Rosalind leaned across the table to get a closer look at his name badge, dangling on the end of a lanyard around his neck, although she could read it easily enough without doing so.  “…Clark.  Or may I call you Terence?”

“You may indeed,” he replied.  “Although it’s not my name.”

Rosalind said, “But…” and pointed to the badge.

“Terence Clark is the HR manager responsible for recruitment, the one my manager owed a favour.  His badge came with all this material.”  He gestured across the length of the table, his hand sweeping over pencil sharpeners, booklets, bookmarks, pencils, biros, and erasers, all bearing the company name and logo.  “My name is Gerard Murphy.  I’m just being Terence Clark for the day.”

“And how is that working out for you?”  She hoped he’d take this opportunity to compliment her.  Without realising she was doing so, she tipped her head to one side and smiled.

“Not bad,” said Gerard.  “Terry’s a lot taller than me, so that makes a nice change.”

Rosalind giggled.  She preferred this answer to the one she was hoping for.

A group of three serious-looking girls arrived at the display stand.  Unlike the girls Rosalind had brought from her school, they were impeccably dressed in their school uniform.  They questioned Gerard sternly.  Rosalind stayed where she was, pretending to study the company literature while listening to him answer the girls’ questions, matching their gravity with his own.

When the girls moved away, Rosalind put down the brochure. “So you do know what you’re talking about, then?  You analyse statistics to assess risk for insurance purposes.”

“A shot in the dark,” said Gerard.  “And it’s not as exciting as it sounds.”  He nodded in the direction the girls had taken.  “They were very earnest, weren’t they?  Wouldn’t even take a pencil sharpener.”  He took a pen from a pot on the table.  “Talking of which, could I press you to a biro?”

Rosalind smiled and took one.  This is where he asks for my number, she thought.  Bit cheesy, but that’s okay.  He didn’t, however, and Rosalind, who was convinced there was a spark they’d both felt, was disappointed and confused.  Her nose out of joint, she told Gerard she had to find the girls she’d brought and wandered around the fair, put out, surprised, and preoccupied.

Twenty minutes later, she was back at Gerard’s display stand, keen to show him she wasn’t interested in him, only in the careers for women his company could offer.  He was sitting behind his table, doing a crossword.

“Oh, hello,” he said, looking up.  “I don’t suppose you know any Burmese dances, do you?”

Rosalind had made up her mind to be direct and business-like, and the question threw her.

“What?” she said.  “I…no…what?  Burmese dances?”

“Five letters,” said Gerard.  He tapped the paper with the pen.  “Crossword.  I never do these things.  Just found the paper in the box there.  Thought it might pass the time.  Dances from Burma, it says.  I don’t know any.”

“Rumba,” said Rosalind.  When Gerard looked puzzled, she added, “It’s an anagram of Burma.”

“Of course!” Gerard said.  “Anagram of Burma.”  He wrote the answer in and put down the pen and paper.   “Now,” he said, standing up, “how can I help you?”

Rosalind did her best to recover.

“I just…”  She tried to recall the speech she’d prepared.  “I’m here with…I’m the careers officer at…”

“Queensmead School,” Gerard interrupted.  He pointed at the name badge and smiled a warm smile.  “I’m glad you came back.  I was going to see if you wanted someone to come to your school to talk about careers for women in actuarial work.”  Rosalind was nonplussed.  “It’s quite dry,” Gerard continued.  “But fascinating.  In its own way.”

“That’d be great,” Rosalind said, her speech forgotten.  “Are you sure?”

“Sure. Unless you’d rather I get Terence Clark?”

“No,” Rosalind said, smiling.  “No.  You’ll do.”
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“Sorry, girls,” she said.  “Was it okay for you?  Get any ideas?”

“Not as many ideas as you got, Miss,” one of the girls said.  

Rosalind blushed.  “I don’t know what on earth you mean, Jenny.” 

“Fancy a career in actuarial work, do you, Miss?”  another girl said.

“I was just arranging for Mr Murphy to come and speak at school.”  Rosalind loved this, being one of the girls in a way she had never been when she was a girl herself.  “Anyway, how was it?”

“I got loads of pens and pencils,” said a girl.  “All free!”

“How about you, Miss?” said Jenny.  “Did Mr Murphy have any rubbers?”

Gerard never came to speak at Rosalind’s school.  When he called, he suggested a drink instead, and Rosalind agreed.  They went out together for nearly two years.  “You’ll do,” she said to him, and, for a while at least, she genuinely thought he would.

Rosalind stayed at Queensmead until the end of that academic year.  Once it was known she was leaving, Trevor Jervis openly propositioned her, coming into her classroom when she was alone, stroking her back and telling her he was sorry she was going.  

The head remained distant for the most part.  Rosalind came to see that if he was a teddy bear, he was a ruthless one who could turn cold with ease.  She hoped he might say something when she told him she was leaving, but all he said was, “Yes, it hasn’t turned out the way I expected.”  To someone else, his meaning would have been clear, but Rosalind had started to hold on to more and more things and to pull at them and watch them fray.  She simply added the head’s remark to the list.  She could never stop wishing she’d confronted him about the change in his manner.  She couldn’t let it go.








  
  

Chapter Four


Now





Gerard was sometimes called upon to write reports–summaries, assessments, recommendations — as part of his consultancy work. Now and then, he toyed with the idea of writing a report on himself. It would be easy enough, so long as he kept limits on its scope. He wouldn’t want to venture into making observations or recommending action to be taken. He didn’t want an audit of his accounts. That might force him to confront aspects that would cause unease. 

Born: Gerard Francis Murphy; 1 July 1963; Altrincham, Trafford, Greater Manchester

Education: Manchester Grammar School; Exeter University

Occupation: Actuary (ret’d); freelance actuarial consultant

Marital status: single

Children: none

Siblings: none

Parents: Mary Murphy, née Price, deceased; Michael Joseph Murphy, deceased

And it wouldn’t need to stretch much beyond those basics.  In the spy novels he read, the agents always varied their routines, never repeated routes, never established patterns of behaviour.  Or, if they did, it was their downfall.  Gerard would be easy to tail, easy to predict.  From day to day and week to week, his routine never changed.  Diet, work, exercise, hobbies, sleep, entertainment, the order in which he did things – all unvarying.  

It wasn’t quite rigid.  There’d be a few minutes difference here and there.  He wasn’t quite a robot.  But he didn’t need to think, or to wonder.  It was all laid out for him.  All under control.  No requirement to engage.

He hadn’t arranged things this way deliberately.  He didn’t sit down one day and plan how his minutes would be filled.  This was just the way things evolved.  Waking at seven, walking for his daily paper at eight, getting coffee after leaving the newsagents, working from nine to 11.30, reading until lunch, and so on.  Always the same paper, the same coffee, the same lunch.  Nothing intruded.  Not because he didn’t let them, but because, through circumstance – along with a little bit of careful planning – there was nothing that might intrude.  He had no family to worry about, no wayward children that might cause him concern, no ageing parents to demand his time and attention.  No money worries, either.  He’d long since paid for his flat. He had a good private pension, a tidy lump sum following his early retirement, and a decent income arising from the consultancy work he was asked to do. 
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