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CHAPTER ONE



It was her legs. They were the first thing he had noticed (odd in itself, oh yes granted, no arguments there – if you knew him at all, you’d surely know that) – but looking back, as now he could and had to, it maybe wasn’t her legs so much, no, as just the way they carried her over to him. That very insinuation of the hips (could it in fact have been the hips, then, actually? Were they the very first thing or things he noticed, given all the bits of her?): cleaving their way through all those motley people that were always there, and certainly had made up that very last and pointless party. And springing away from them (and we’re still with the hips) – tautly suspended and practically catwalk loping – those easy, good-time, don’t you think to go rushing me, cool and could-be silky legs of hers.


‘It was me you were looking at, wasn’t it?’


He had reminded her later, oh, a long while later – but not so late that he could not again even begin to summon up that thing he supposed was fondness – that they were the very first words he had ever heard her utter. She denied it, of course: said she had said to him something quite other – but he knew, just knew, she was wrong about that. For all sorts, oh God – so many reasons – these were words and a meeting he would never forget.


‘It’s not impossible … I felt you were over there, anyway, even if I wasn’t maybe directly, er, looking, looking. I’m Jeremy.’


The teasing drizzle of a drinks party – soon to be maddening – was all around them, but it was just as if they were alone and together, maybe deep inside a tunnel (her words were cloaked in booming).


‘Just last week,’ she said, ‘they buried my brother. A simple ceremony, by all accounts.’


Jeremy was thinking, Did I hear that right, all that – could I have and did I? What he said was, Oh. And nor even now (or ever, face it) could he not see the way she had lowered her eyes, raised them up – was casting around, newly alert, as if for the first time registering that here were people, and that they were about her. But when she looked full at and into him, that’s when he suffered somewhere strange within him the first of the convulsions this woman was destined to cause him. She nodded, before she added quite softly:


‘And three days later … he died. My poor brother.’


Jeremy knew that his whole face had flickered and creased in true consternation. Some person had shunted his shoulder, and his head had gone along with that, but all he saw when he brought his gaze back to her was the same, quite simple passivity there.


‘I’m … sorry,’ he said – still feeling No Jesus, I must have misheard her, surely to God. So saying I’m sorry should just about cover the lot – empathy with her bereavement, yes, mm – or maybe regretting having been possibly caught out by little more than an acoustic blip (but also, if I’m not more drunk than I truly am feeling – and you, girl, are not either kidding or mad), well then in that case I rue the day that persons unknown interred or entombed your poor brother no fewer than a full three days before he succumbed to the thing that customarily occasions so utter a ceremony, whether it be simple or not. (Maybe I am, I must be – rather more drunk than I truly am feeling …)


‘Phoebe.’


She had no more to add to any or all of it, this time round. So maybe just nudge my way a bit deeper into the demeanour of a stupid guy at a stupid party – think so? And just go for it. Like his head had just gone with his shoulder: along with it.


‘Can I get you a … you’re not drinking – can I get you a …?’


And oh wow – just look at her eyes, what they’re up to now: blazing right into him. Jeremy was warmed and then seared by that – he even heard the sizzling (yes I bloody am, yes I bloody did. Christ – it’s hot, quite hot in here).


‘Drink is maybe not at all a good thing. Call me Maria.’


‘Well I bloody well like it, that’s for – here, let me get you a … I thought you said your name was … didn’t you just say – ?’


‘What? What did you think? Do you know everyone here, all these people, or what? Why did you come? Why do we do these things, actually, Jeremy? Do you know?’


‘Phoebe. Your name. You said it was—’


‘Didn’t. No I didn’t. Why would I? It isn’t.’


‘But I’m sure you said—’


Yes I am – damn bloody sure. I’m certainly not that much drunker than I truly am feeling – although I’m feeling more so now, I have to admit it: more and more with every single second of this (whatever this is – I still can’t say).


‘No no. Freebie. I said freebie.’


‘You said – ?!’


‘Freebie, yup. That’s what I am for you. A freebie.’


Jeremy had hardly dared look at her at all – no, not this time. He knew he was hooked (felt its tickle, feared the prick) – and when her eyes reeled him in, he would be torn away jaggedly from just everything he had. So he looked at her now, and yes, oh Christ – he was really done for.


‘Maria,’ is what he felt he whispered. And she agreed with that by just looking up and saying Yup.


*


And later that night – in the warm dark of early, before morning proper came to whiten and spike it, Jeremy had lain across her lumpish, vast and preposterous bed (it must truly have been raised four or more feet from the ground – they had helped each other up and in) and pretended as well as he could to be slumped in a mature and deep wallow of contentment, but the only good sensation now dwelt just on his skin where it touched her: the rest of him felt picked out stark by a spurious alertness that presaged only the swaddled thickness of an impending hangover, to be followed solely by the huge and engulfing bloody thing itself, no bones about that, oh no – when it came, he’d know it.


But worse was the feeling of deep unease: it wasn’t that he didn’t quite feel sure of her – he was bloody sure he didn’t feel sure of her: God Almighty, all those things she had said and done at the party (I think she’s asleep, now – could be asleep, think so, by the look of her, just at this moment, she is), so I’ll soon start easing the memory back into the spliced and jerky rut of the party, when I’ve just got one or two other things, if not quite out of the way, then at least stacked up neatly. I think it’s Anne I ache for. Not that, no. What I mean is, I feel hollow and then briefly nauseous when I think of the ache she soon will be suffering because of me. Do you know what happened when I told Maria I was married? Know what she said? Nothing. She didn’t say a thing. She put her tongue right on deep into my ear and said it reminded her of gnocchi.


‘Her name is Anne. My wife. Her name is.’


‘And it tastes salty. Nice.’


Maybe not the time to mention the children. Adrian and Donna. Their names are.


‘Maria—’


‘Marsha.’


‘Marsha! What in hell do you mean Marsha! You’re not telling me—’


‘No – I did tell you. I said to you Maria. My name really is Marsha, though – I just like Maria so much better.’


‘Look—’


‘Hold me tight.’


‘Maria – it’s Maria, right? Why did you do that to that man? What on earth did you do it for? Hm?’


And yes, behind all that lay the wail of a huger and therefore silent eruption: what in hell is it that you’ll do to me?


‘What man?’


‘What – ?! What man do you think? How many men at the party did you actually assault, then, Maria? I mean – I only caught sight of the one, just before we, oh God – left, but of course he could just have been the latest in a very long line of—’


‘Are you always like this?’


‘Hm? What? Like what?’


‘Like this.’


‘What do you mean like this? Like what? What? What am I like? I’m asking you, Christ’s sake.’


She raised herself over him, and the flood of warmth from her breast as it teased apart the hairs on his chest made him not just gasp but of course forget. And then she said:


‘Hold me tight.’


And he did.


*


And after she’d refucked him (and that is surely how it had felt to white-eyed Jeremy – bruised, he was now, somewhere around that place where mute and seemingly dead extremities connected somehow with a churned-up and inner paining that tugged him) – Maria said to him brightly that she just had to (hear her?) go and fry bacon, now. Oh Christ don’t, had been Jeremy’s moaned-out comeback – I just couldn’t think of food, not after all that booze and stuff, and those funny kind of, what were they – those gooey sort of canapeés in little pastry cases with bits of could have been grass on top. Oh you don’t have to eat it, she giggled (first time he’d heard it, the giggle – or seen her as she walked away from him naked – and this and that both stopped his heart). But surely, Maria, he had urged (and we will, then – yes? We’ll settle for Maria for now, will we? Well on balance yes, was Jeremy’s verdict on that – until, anyway, she emerges with something freshly minted and even barmier): surely, Maria, you couldn’t think of, oh God – bacon, not now, oh God you couldn’t really, could you? No! That’s what she called back gaily from somewhere else entirely (kitchen, yes – must be kitchen, I suppose; quite a big flat, this – quite roomy, maybe) – of course I couldn’t: anyway, I’m a vegetarian – didn’t you know that? No, no – I suppose you didn’t.


Explore it? Should he have? Maybe, yes, he should. Maybe right there and then he ought to have tracked her down and sought her out: what are all these things that you say and do? What on earth are they supposed to mean? Hm? And at the party – what you did, what you said – was there meaning here, or what? And if not – well what, then?


Among whatever other things he felt he might be feeling, it was confusion that clustered round Jeremy now. He well remembered peering through the first thin mists of it – when? Not that long ago – hardly more than just a couple of life-warping hours back at this party he very nearly didn’t go to, when what she had done was … well look, no doubt Maria’d recall it quite differently (probably deny she’d even been there at all) but this is surely how it seemed to me, the way things had gone:


‘So you’re sure, then, yes?’ I had kicked back in with. ‘The wine’s actually pretty all right, for once – red is, anyway – and I think I saw someone with a glass of—’


‘No.’ She was emphatic, Maria. But looking too so determinedly through the press of bodies and elsewhere, far beyond, that God knows, frankly, quite what she was denying. ‘I need to be clear,’ she had gone on, in a tone so flat and detached as to be practically spooky (had she not seemed still so physical, and therefore magnetic). ‘Drink just clouds you.’


And I suppose I had been not much more than vaguely busy summoning up some or other deeply unmirthful rejoinder to that, when I was jerked by a pull at my elbow.


‘Jeremy!’ Hugo exclaimed – it turned out to be Hugo – ‘As I live and breathe.’ His face was deep pinkish, going on deeper – usual thing: drink and heat and flushed and even taken in by the simulated ecstasy that one brought to parties, and wore like a pirate’s parrot.


‘Hello, Hugo,’ I said. ‘Thought I might see you here.’


Knew I’d see him here, didn’t I? Course I bloody did. That was the trouble, that was the trouble – all these parties, all these do’s: same old faces, same old stuff. And I was at once reminded of Maria’s maybe not at all rhetorical enquiry: why do we do these things?


‘And this,’ he blustered (Hugo’s like that: Hugo does that), ‘if I am not very much mistaken, will be the lovely, um – what are you calling yourself, these days, lovely girl?’


And while I knuckled down to chuntering some over-loud guff about Oh – I didn’t realize you two, um … knew one another, I was just knowing that Maria wouldn’t like that, wouldn’t at all care for what Hugo had said. That, of course, from the off and ever since, was always one of the things about Maria – I never did, even at the end, really know the first thing about her, and yet I often seemed to be able to divine her instincts. Not enough of them, of course, to later save me. But that, as I say, came later.


‘I don’t know him,’ snapped Maria. ‘And he doesn’t know me. What he means is that I am perceived to be the adjunct of one Mister Max Bannister – and no, Hugo, he isn’t here, so you can stop, now – craning your neck and drooling for favours.’


I was out of my depth, of course, but didn’t really care. Although it rang a sort of bell, I was not at all sure I’d ever heard of this Max Bannister, for starters (although I did wonder, yes, what it was she meant by an ‘adjunct’).


‘I don’t know what you mean!’ is the sort of way Hugo was going – a fake yet knowing outrage, cut by an undertone of what he could well have imagined was you-and-me flirty: another big mistake, it had seemed to me – and no, I wasn’t wrong.


‘Hugo,’ Maria said coldly. ‘Would you like to fuck me?’ And in the face of his bloated ‘O’ of a mouth (and she sure had my attention – and yes, that of others too) she carried on implacably – though maybe no colder than coolly, now: ‘You would, wouldn’t you? Yes you would. But you’re not going to. Know why? Because you are hideous, Hugo. Low and reptilian as well, of course, and – I am totally reliably informed – soon to be redundant. Which, strictly, you are anyway. Yes really, Hugo – that big thing. So it’s Max, isn’t it, you should really be fucking. But it’s too late – far too late – even for that. The reason he isn’t at the party, Hugo, is that he is yet again very busy working late. And, incidentally, finishing you off, Hugo. For the very last time.’


Hugo stared. A flicker over to me to maybe gauge just how seriously I could be taking any little part of this (not at all, surely, his eyes were pleading) – or could have been just a vain hope for some sort of shelter. But mainly he stared. And when Maria crooked her finger at him, mock-enticingly, and moved away from the two of us, he followed on wide-eyed, as I did myself. By the time we found ourselves hard by the drinks table, Hugo was already attempting some sort of complicity (can you believe it?) and oozing out bait with a softly pressured urgency.


‘Look, um – Maria. What you were saying – all that stuff you were, you know – saying, about my – job, and everything … you didn’t really mean – ? I mean – he needs me – Max wouldn’t just – ?’


‘Is it this Alsace you’ve been drinking tonight?’ cut in Maria, nearly smiling.


‘I – uh – yes, yes it is, but—’


‘Well have some more then.’


And then Maria went to upend the bottle all down Hugo’s front – but as his hands fluttered frantically and he veered to deflect that, I saw and knew with inexplicable alarm that she wasn’t seriously inclining that bottle – no, it was not her intention to pour it out or over him. And then she swung it upwards and it cracked against his jaw and Hugo – shocked now, pitching back numbly (hurt like hell later) – took the full force and fell from view as Piers came bustling up and cried What the hell and Christ, Jeremy – is this bitch with you? Get her the hell out, Chrissake – Jesus, Jesus – Hugo, are you OK? Are you? Now, Jeremy, now – I mean it – just get her out of here, kay?


And I did.


*


‘So who is he?’ Jeremy grunted later.


Maria was pouring tea, really quite sweetly: proper tea, proper pot.


‘Who’s who?’


‘This … Max – what was it? Bannister character.’


‘Oh – you don’t really want to know.’


‘I wouldn’t have asked.’


‘He’s just … someone.’


‘Just someone. Uh huh. And me? I’m just someone too, am I?’


Maria smiled. ‘You’re Jeremy.’


And Jeremy smiled too – partly because when she did, you just had to, but also by way of gentlemanly concession of yet another small defeat in another little battle that, oddly, no one had waged. It was just that … oh God – this was far from being the first of these circuitous and utterly pointless exchanges: Maria could have chattered on like this for the rest of the night, and still by dawn you’d end up with nothing. Maybe give it just one more go. I don’t know, though. It was that brief and fleeting mention of dawn, just there (and look at the curtains: I can make out their colour). What will Anne say? Worse: what is it that I’ll end up telling her? OK, then – one more go. What’s to lose? (I’m lost already.)


‘So then – this Max person. He’s your, what – bloke, is he?’


‘What a ghastly word: bloke.’


‘But he is, is he? And he’s Hugo’s boss – did I get that right?’


‘Not any more he isn’t. Sacked him. Told you.’


‘Why did you do that to Hugo? You could have broken his—’


‘I didn’t break anything. People like Hugo expect it. Are you staying?’


Well? Am I? Well I am, yes, in that I’ve been putting off getting home for as long as I possibly can – and yet, oh God, the longer I leave it …


‘Depends. What are we doing, Maria? What do you want of me? What are we going to do about this thing?’


‘You know what I want of you, Jeremy. You know exactly what.’


‘And Max?’


‘Oh God do stop going on about him, can’t you? Max is just Max, OK? And you’re you. That’s enough, isn’t it?’


‘Well no, not really – not at all, in fact. Look, Maria – we’ve got to get something straight: I’m married, and—’


‘Marsha.’


‘What?!’


‘Some days I like my real name better – today is one of those.’


‘Yeh? Well you’re going to be Maria, OK? Change name once more and I’ll go crazy. Oh Christ – I’ve completely forgotten what I was saying now …’


‘Don’t say anything. Just hold me tight.’


‘Maria …!’


‘Just hold me. You know you want to.’


‘I do want to, I do – but … God, you know, Maria – I know it sounds a bit of a … well, cliché, I suppose – you see it in films, all this, don’t you? These scenes. But I feel as if I’ve known you for … as if I will know you for …’


‘Ever. I know. Hold me.’


‘I have to go. I have to think. There’s Anne to think of … don’t you want to know anything about me? About her? And there are children – I have two. I can’t hurt them – can’t ever bear to hurt them.’


‘I’m not asking you to hurt them. I’m asking you to hold me. Hold me.’


‘Maria – please – !’


‘Shall we go back to bed? Do you want to?’


‘I have to go. Of course I want to!’


‘Well come on, then. Come on. Come to bed and hold me tight.’


‘Oh God.’


‘Come on …’


‘OK, OK – all right. And then, and then – I really have to go. OK? Yes, Maria? Say yes. I leave at nine – OK? Yes? At nine sharp, I am definitely leaving.’


But I didn’t.


Did, eventually. Eventually Jeremy did manage to peel himself away from that girl and her things. It had taken, the whole process, just about for ever because listen: first, as soon as one of Maria’s cool and soothing hands had reluctantly left him, the fingers of the other would maybe snake over a shoulder, or slide into one of his – could cup his jaw or tease those stiffly electrified hairs at the back of his neck; and second … well, second: he just didn’t want to go. But then as soon as he had actually done it (I am out, yes out of there – down those stairs, away from the warm and back in the street) and conducted a rapid roll-call of not just his parts but also the state of them – then so did he feel more chilled and alone than ever he could recall; and not as he first thought by the dread of going on home – facing what had to be faced there, no – but by the very emptiness that gapingly filled him. He blinked in the consciousness of knowing that being without Maria just simply had no point: it felt all wrong and it had no point. And yet before the party that he nearly didn’t go to, he had not even known she had ever been born. But everything, all of it, seemed different now.


Better get home to Anne and the kids: hear firsthand what it is I’m going to say. (How can it be that this girl has got me? It’s not as if she’s even very nice.)


*


‘Christ, you know,’ laughed Max, ‘I really do think Hugo must have lost his bleeding mind. You listening, Feebs? Says you said I’d chucked him from the company – something – and then you upped and clocked him with a bottle! Didn’t think you was even going to that bash – why did you?’


‘Because I was bored. Wasn’t going to. And then I did. Because big shot Max Bannister was working again – remember? Anyway – just can’t stand that creep. What did you say to him?’


‘Didn’t get much of a chance to say anything to him, did I? Bloke marches in, first thing this morning – looking bleeding rough, I gotta say—’


‘Oh shit …’


‘What?’


‘Spilt drink. Doesn’t matter. Go on.’


‘Always spilling something, aren’t you, Feebs?’


‘Oh Christ sake don’t keep calling me that. I keep on telling you Marsha. Anyway – spilling you, soon.’


‘What? What say? Spilling what? And you can fuck off with your bleeding Marsha caper, baby – I call you Feebs cos it’s your sodding name, isn’t it? Phoebe? Isn’t it?’


‘Max. I just don’t want to talk to you any more. Kay? Just don’t want to. Don’t want you to be here.’


‘Charmed. Anyway – off soon. Meeting. So – you give Hugo a smacking or didn’t you?’


‘What did he say to you? And you don’t seem to get me, Max – I mean I don’t want you around.’


‘Yeh – you said. Bleeding polite. No – what he said to me was – barged right in, like I say, and he says OK Max You Bastard – nice, ay? OK, Max you bastard, he says – I’ve got the fucking truth, you bloody bastard – so now I’m really warming to the guy, aren’t I? So I start in with Hey Hey Hey – don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about, do I? And he goes Oh Yeah Like Hell – she told me the lot. Anyway, he says – and he’s really worked up now, telling you: veins standing out on him – anyway, he goes – what you can do is you can stuff your crap bloody job where the stars don’t twinkle, mate – you’re not sacking me, you bastard, cos I’m out of here. Amazing or what? And I’m like going, excuse me? Didn’t know what the prat was on about, did I? So he’s really kicking into me now, you know – so I just bloody let him have it: Hugo, I said, I don’t know who’s been telling you what, and I don’t much care about whether you think you’re junked or tendering your thing – resignation, right? But you’re dead on the money on one score, my friend – you’re fucking out the door, that’s for bleeding sure. Should’ve seen his face!’


‘So he’s gone?’


‘Not many. Too right. Then he starts going for me physical! Soon put paid to that little caper. Ow ow ow, he goes – once I’d dotted his bloody i’s for him, cheeky sod. And he’s, like – first your bird fucking brains me with a bottle, now you’ve gone and broken my bloody nose! Ha ha. Gotta laugh. Prat.’


‘Yeah he is. He tried it on with me one time, you know.’


‘Yeah? Bastard. Should’ve told. Would’ve done for him, period.’


‘Yeh well. He’s out now. And so are you, Max, by the way. So are you. Not so much big time as all the way, yeah?’


‘What you on about now, darling? I own the bloody company, don’t I? Ay? So what you talking about now, then, Feebs?’


‘I mean, Max, you’re out of my life. From last night. When you wouldn’t even come to a party. Again.’


‘What’s … this? You joking or what, Phoebe?’


‘Marsha, you bastard! No, Max. No joke. I don’t – do I?’


‘Phoebe – Marsha, honey: talk to me. What’s got into you, hey? Not like you to do all this on me. Not your number.’


‘I do all this when it’s over. Haven’t you got a meeting to go to, Max?’


‘Hm? Oh fuck it – meeting can wait. Listen, Feebs—’


‘They never waited for you before, though, did they, Max? Your bloody day and night endless important meetings. Hm? And if you call me that just one more time I walk right now and that’s the end of me, I’m telling you.’


‘You’re … not kidding me, are you, love?’


‘Got it. Not.’


‘But listen – hey: lisssen – you and me, we’re all right! We’re OK, us. Look, let’s go and have a spot of – let’s go over to Sophie’s … you like it there, yeh? Give ourselves a really boozy lunch, ay? Ay? How about it? Then we come home and I’ll change your mind. Press all the right buttons. Sound good?’


‘Sounds … laughable. Laughable, Max. Understand: I’m not telling you I want more attention – I used to, all the time I used to, but now I just don’t. Want any. Want out. Too late. I’m not saying Hey – let’s talk it over – no, Max, I’m not. I’m simply informing you that it has ceased. As from last night.’


‘As from last night … Just like that. Ceased.’


‘Correct. So why don’t you go to your meeting, hm? And then when it’s over – well then you’ll know that we are too.’


‘Look … Marsha, love …’


‘Bye, Max. Some of it was nice.’


‘Don’t … leave me, baby. Don’t just walk.’


‘Bye. I won’t say See You.’


‘Here – you got another bloke or what, you bitch?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Yeah! Yeah! What you fucking mean – yeah?! Since bloody when, you slag?’


‘As from last night. Told you.’


‘As from … Christ, it’s not fucking Hugo, is it?’


‘Oh God, Max – you just don’t see anything.’


‘Yeah? Oh yeah? Well let me just tell you, you cunt – I see this – I see this – I see bloody you for exactly what you bloody are, you … you—’


‘I go now.’


‘So who is he? Hey? Who is he, this Mister Bleeding Wonderful? What’s so fucking great about him, hey? He got money? Who is he? What does he do?!’


‘What he does, Max, is he calls me Maria – which is one step further on. This is what I need and all I want, just now. It’s not important if you don’t understand.’


Maria turned and easily walked away. Max bloody knew he – Christ yes – had one helluva lot more than this to hit the cow with, but found himself caught up and dumbed by the sidle of her hips, and the long legs idling away from them. His mouth was still wide open and silent as the door kissed shut quite softly behind her.


*


And then I just did, then, did I? Go home? Jeremy had often wondered at this from the distant vantage point of what could never, even then, be thought of as anything ever close to a haven, no – simply later on, is all. Time helps. Helped me along, anyway – until it comes full circle and turns and confronts you and trips you up just one more time, it can generally be relied on to do that thing people always assure you it will: heal – or anyway make it blunter and hurt less. But when you are actually in the midst of a spotlit scene that’s ticking away, ticking away – even if it’s horrible (and that episode with Anne, the one I’m thinking of that time when I went home the next day, God it was – it was horrible, that) – everything seems so utterly natural, no matter how strange: completely unalterable, like the lie of the down as it glistens on your forearm. What is good, though, is that after seemingly ages (but maybe only just long enough) every prickled and all-too-see-through hair begins to bunch up and thicken, before blurring into fur and softening the worst of it: a protection of sorts, and one needs and hugs it. But as you play your part, second by second in the here and now – ah well then, then there can be no defence at all, not then: you’re out there, stark and alone – knowing it’s real, though barely believing it can be.


And it just had to be a Saturday, didn’t it? Adrian and Donna – not at school: doesn’t exactly help, does it? Well – didn’t matter awfully much in Donna’s case, if I’m being quite frank here. She was five then, just on – and I don’t know if it’s just with little girls (always more difficult with Adrian) but I always found that if you just smile in their direction and keep on fishing out treat after treat from your secret store of goodies, they just about swallow down anything, some kids – though that glint of doubt shows me clearly that they don’t wholly trust themselves for doing so, let alone you, for needing their collaboration.


Adrian, though – different, quite different. Thirteen he was then, pretty close (very close, in point of fact, because his birthday was due, I will always remember, on the Thursday of the following week – wasn’t there for it: gone by then). And he’s always seemed older than his years, has Adrian – always regarded him with an air of awe, maybe respect (and sometimes, inexplicably, even fear: my very own son – odd or what?). And yes, I well know that the gap between the two kids was seen to be a long one – nearly eight years, yes that’s long – used even to joke about it in the old (old) days: Waaaal, I’d drawl – you get so tired, don’t you, ay? Started off as a joke, anyway (don’t things, often?), but soon it had become uncomfortably close to the heart of the matter: just ask Anne. No – don’t bother: she’ll tell you herself – she is, I’m told, unstoppable now. She’ll say to you something like (I can well imagine) – Oh Jeremy, poor Jeremy – had a permanent migraine, poor darling; well – not permanent permanent: lasted from when I joined him in bed at night-time until he bounded up and out in the morning, eager to be simply anywhere else at all! Something, I should think, on those lines. And she had a point, be fair. It’s not that I found her unattractive, as such – it was just that she was, well – Anne, if you see what I’m saying. And mother to Adrian and Donna. And God, they both of them – facially, you know – are so much like her it’s weird, I’m telling you. Particularly Adrian. The looks he sometimes gives you – like that one that kissed me full in the face and shamingly dead centre when I did eventually get home that first morning after that first night with Maria (no hint of migraine then, I recall: came like a train – came again like another one). And look at Anne, now – just look at her, will you? Same expression as the boy – same exactly. Same face, you see: same accusatory and heavy-veiled eyes – and yes, almost certainly, same dark thoughts lurking behind them (leaving suspicion way behind, and closing in fast on outright condemnation).


I lit a last cigarette – exhaling, I thought reasonably coolly. I never did smoke heavily, but without knowing it, I was poised on giving them up completely – that very hour and quite without trying (along with so much else – all, indeed, I ever had). Anne was fiercely grinding down a lemon half on the Juicy Salif – that jaunty and gunmetal squeezer – something, I know it sounds silly, I had asked her never to do. I’m odd, I think, among my fellow designers in that I always feel that these beautiful objects are best left alone – whatever their function: chairs or shelves, vases and bowls – even lamps and bottles, sometimes. Don’t make them work, is what I’m thinking: why don’t you just let them be? Not Anne. Not only would she sprawl all over the Charles Eames lounger, or recklessly nudge Corbusier’s masterpiece, the chrome and leather Grand Confort, hopelessly out of square – she’d even deck them with newspapers and, oh God – cushions. This hurt me – and I don’t really care how that comes over. And yes of course I now see that this is maybe – not maybe – just why she did it. Any other time and my opening line could well have been, Anne – Anne? Listen to me, Anne: I’ve told you, what – how many times is it now? We’ve got other squeezers, haven’t we? Hm? We even bought that electric juicer. So why the Starck? Hey? Tell me please. Of all the gadgets, why the one that’s just perfect in repose? Yes – I did, with Anne, find myself sounding quite as arch as that, and sometimes a good deal more so. Only with Anne, I think (and ever-increasingly, I now see, towards what I didn’t really know would be the end). But with four hard eyes, now, burning right into me (and Donna would not be long in catching up) that is not what I thought I should say. What would have come, I couldn’t tell you (I remember an almost hysterical giddiness, something approaching a mad excitement – so eager was I still to be first to hear just exactly what it was I might go for) – because it was Anne, tossing the lemon rind almost into my gleaming Brabantia wastebin (the chromework now streaky, I just had to observe) – who looked up and nearly at me and spoke:


‘Hugo rang. Said he saw you. Good night?’


‘Daddy,’ said Adrian – truly gravely – ‘have you really just come in from last night this morning?’


‘Hugo?’ I heard, the second I said it.


‘Something about someone hit him and he’s lost his job? In a terrible state, sounded like.’


What was this voice of hers saying to me? That’s what I was busy working out.


‘Hugo?’ I said again – which was thoroughly absurd, this time round.


‘Daddy?’ insisted bloody Adrian. ‘Have you? Really just come home now for the very first time since last night?’


‘Wasn’t a bad party. As these things go. Usual crowd. Should’ve come! Met someone called – can’t recall his … new face. Insisted we go on to some bloody club or other, couldn’t tell you where. Hellhole. Potential client, though, so I thought I ought. God knows where the time went.’


Ah. So that’s what it was I was going to say.


‘Daddeeeee!’ piped up little Donna, God love her and save her. ‘Did you bring me anything? Daddeeeee? Did you?’


‘And me!’ shot in Adrian (no slouch when it comes to handouts: wouldn’t believe he’d been judge and jury just two seconds earlier).


‘Of course, my angels – would I forget you? Never really ever known quite what it is that Hugo actually does, you know – never really thought to ask him. You seem to know him better than I do. Can be a hell of a bore – and worse when he’s pissed.’


‘Piss,’ pouted Donna, ‘is naughty.’


While I was laughing like a madman at that – it got me off, didn’t it, for the moment, saying any more? – Anne started looking at me deeply: made the whole of my head twitch, when she did all that – could almost feel the insistent probing, like a dentist’s cruel and gleaming tool (scraping away, scraping away) as all my nerve-ends clenched and cowered.


‘Piss isn’t naughty!’ poo-pooed Adrian, at his most elevated and worldly. ‘Piss is just crap.’


Anne had the goodness to say Adrian – short and reproving – and I did, I think, snigger at the flicker of utter confusion across dear little Donna’s big and trusting eyes. And then, as they do, she forgot it all completely.


‘Well where is it, Daddeeeee?’ she now was singing. ‘My present – where is it?’


‘Shouldn’t expect presents,’ Anne was more or less grunting. ‘Just because your father’s been out all night …’ (and now, by God, those two bloody piercing eyes of hers had bored their way right between mine – were nearly out the other side) ‘… why should we expect him to give us anything?’


‘But he said …’ protested Donna, close to tears, now.


‘And I meant it,’ was the magnanimous retort from her great grand father. Who legged it up the stairs to his study as fast as he decently dared (thank Christ Round One’s in the bag) – for there was his life-saving cache of Smarties and trolls, Pez dispensers, key-rings, felt pens, dollies, toy cars, sticker sets and comics (never much of anything too beautifully packaged, though – just couldn’t bear it when they tore them apart).


While he sat at his desk – one hand cradling his newly aching temple, the other rootling around for just the right level of diversionary tactic and conscience-appeaser (not so derisory as to be scornfully everyday, nor so lavish as to nakedly betoken a crime on his part) – Jeremy suddenly caved in with a rush of tiredness and just the temporary easing of a tension that would soon be back in place, to keep him alert and protect him. And it shocked him when all of that was slid away and in came lust – the sudden vision of Maria’s long and cool and warm-hot thighs (and silky, yes – they had been silky) just before they had locked themselves to each side of his face, the appalling softness of her skin making his pre-dawn stubble ache first, and then sting. It was her legs – that and the way they had carried her over: those legs of Maria’s were walking all over him.


*


Which would seem odd, as I say, to anyone who knows me at all. Always more of a … well, if you press me – breast man, I suppose. And bottoms, oh yes: bottoms are good. Protrusions, I suppose, were always it. Legs? Well – legs, very pleasant, of course, but like ours they just hang there, right? Not really wholly central to the issue, to my way of thinking. Take Anne, in the old days: it was weeks before it dawned on me she even had any legs (mind you, she wore trousers a lot – in those damn near impossibly distant days, she did). No – it was those tits of hers that knocked me in the eye. Women always know, don’t they, which bits it is of themselves they ought to promote? Three-quarter length, oh – just anything, really, always denotes that the woman in question is none too pleased with the general situation in the hip and thigh department. Trousers? Boots? Problems with the ankles, or at the very least the calves. (And I’m at one in sympathy for them on this score, believe me: a thick ankle, and no matter how dainty the foot, it is rendered as a hoof – this isn’t heartless: there are simply no two ways about it.) Does she never wear a sundress, even in a heatwave? Hammy upper arms – and very possibly dappled, by way of a bonus – rather in the manner of those fattier rounds of Italian sausage (you know the type – pinkish and whitish whorls – with rather worrying flecks of green). But, on the brighter side, if you’re talking pierced navel, miniskirt, high-heeled strappy things, painted toenails, spray-on jeans or clingy little tubey tops – then all you see (play your cards right) is very much all you will be getting – and jolly nice too.


Take Anne, as I say: very first time I saw her … well: I say it’s the first time, anyway – she’s always firmly maintained in that way of hers that No, Jeremy, no, actually – we met, oh God, weeks before that, weeks – at the Regatta, don’t you remember? You must remember, surely? How can you not? Well no I don’t, as a matter of fact – I don’t at all. I remember you at that restaurant, what was it, some bloody restaurant I took you to – The Bear, fairly sure. It was our first meeting – don’t interrupt – and you had this, never forget it, plunging bright blue top on. Your breasts, Christ, they looked fantastic: I just couldn’t wait to – No, Jeremy, no, she always came back with: that was simply ages later – and anyway, if it was our first date at a restaurant – Compleat Angler, actually – it can’t have been the first time we met – well can it? Talk sense. And the top wasn’t blue – I never wore blue, not in those days, I didn’t – and certainly not bright blue, that’s for sure. It was emerald green, that top – I remember it so well. Peter Jones, I got it: forty-two pounds – thought it was a fortune, at the time. Really wish I’d kept it, now – but you remember when I had that massive chuck-out? All those piles and piles of clothes I gave to Oxfam or one of those that time? God I so wish I hadn’t, now – but you do that, don’t you? Just suddenly feel you’ve got to be shot of it all. And God, Jeremy – I don’t know where you got plunging from – what sort of a girl did you think I was? Didn’t do plunging – it just … fitted, that’s all. You were just a randy young devil, and that’s the way you saw it. (That’s what you were. What you were. You were.)


And no, for the record, I don’t remember any sort of a ‘chuck-out’, massive or otherwise. Should I? Really? Well I don’t. I just remember the very first time I saw you in The Bear in this plunging bright blue top and your breasts, oh Christ – your breasts just looked to me simply fantastic.


So here was just one snapshot of Anne and me, sort of together, and looking back on the good times from the decent and not yet chilling distance of the More-Or-Less-Still-OK-Times – albeit the Nothing-Much-To-Write-Home-About-Times (those Hey: The-Whole-Of-Life-Can’t-Always-Be-A-Honeymoon-Times) – but not too long after that came the pitch and toss of the ups and downs (left you feeling green and sick of it) and then soon the downs became truly mystifying: how could it be we kept on having them, without the recurrence and grace of ups to fall from? It all got even worse when she said I was a liar. Not just a liar, she was at pains to make it clear – but a Liar, a Liar, a Liar, bloody Jeremy – you two-faced lying bastard.


‘Look …’ I had sighed and groaned the first time (although Anne, of course, would say this was, oh Christ – no way the first time, not by a bloody mile – yeh yeh, but whether it was or not it really might as well have been: they were all the same, these acid and endless confrontations. Stale, sour – oozing rawly and going nowhere). But here was almost mellow: this was before some unseen hand had dumped the vinegar in favour of napalm – when instead of the shock of the barb of a spite-tipped dart, one came to be burst by the evisceration of a dumdum bullet marauding all over one’s insides – this ultimately savage game of bagatelle laying waste with each ricochet any outstanding internal organs. Yeah.


So anyway, back to then: Look, I said – listen to me, Anne. I think we should maybe have a little talk. Hm? Get things straight. Where do you get all this ‘lying’ business from, hm? I don’t lie. Why should I lie to you, hey? What do I stand to gain from it? You really have to ask yourself all these things, Anne. I mean, here I stand accused – but why, Anne? Why?


‘Oh fuck off, Jeremy, you pompous lying prat. You know what I mean – you know it. I’m looking at your face right now and I just know that you know what I mean and that I mean it. All these women – all these women of yours, Jeremy – who are they? Why do you do it? Who are they? What about the children? Don’t you care about them? Adrian isn’t a baby any more – he sees things, knows things. Don’t you care about any of that? Why do you do it?’


‘Of course I – God, Anne – I really can’t believe you’re saying all of this! There aren’t any other “women” – of course there aren’t.’


And before – some years before – I might’ve tacked on: ‘It’s you I love: you, Anne. Why can’t you see that?’ But there are limits. And anyway, I knew by now she’d be well revved up to drive back in:


‘Yeah? Oh yeah?’ (Had just taken down far too large a glug of Rioja – sort of thing she did, times like this.) ‘So tell me about Dubai then, Jeremy. Dubai – yes? Last summer. You remember?’


‘I remember perfectly well—’


‘Oh fuck off, Jeremy, you lying bastard. Are you telling me – ?!’


‘I’m telling you—’


‘Oh fuck off fuck off fuck off – bastard bastard bastard.’


Well what can I tell you that you don’t already see? Symptoms of a deeper malaise? Is that what all this was? It would be facile and convenient to say so now, I suppose. All it did then was drive me nuts. I mean look – Dubai, yes OK – let’s take Dubai. I was out there that summer – redesigning a rather splendid hotel for, need I say, extremely important clients who are very, very exacting (and for that sort of money, so they bloody well should be). But as far as Anne was concerned I was off having an affair in the sun! I mean, hey, look – of course there were one or two girls involved (well there always are, aren’t there? Part and parcel) but it was nothing like she thinks. Plus, of course, it’s rude to refuse when they’re offered. Shocking breach of etiquette, I shouldn’t at all wonder. Christ – give me a break, here: all I do is my job, you know? As well as I bloody well can, to raise my own family I hope in a decent manner and what do I get? Hey? Grief. Grief is all I get – that and accusations.


‘Even when we went to Tony and Sheila’s that time—’


‘Oh please, Anne, spare me – not Tony and bloody Sheila’s again …’


‘I’ll never forget the shame. Where’s Jeremy, everyone was saying. Where’s good old Jeremy got to? And where had sodding good old fucking Jeremy got to – hey?’


‘Anne …’


‘Well we soon all found out, didn’t we? In the spare – oh God – bedroom with that bloody Ulrika – drunk and giggling and practically fucking her on the floor.’


‘Oh don’t be so stupid, Anne, God’s sake – I’ve told and told you – I was just helping her find her coat, is all, and—’


‘Yeah? Yeah? Well it wasn’t very likely you’d find it stuffed down her knickers, was it, you bloody lying bastard! And Jesus – You were so bloody pissed you actually said out loud to her – everyone heard it in the doorway – her legs were around your bloody neck and you actually said to her “Pretend you don’t know me”! I mean – Jesus, Jeremy!’


‘I never said any such thing. Look – !’


‘Oh fuck off. I’m going to bed. Do the lights, for once. Bastard.’


And yes, as I say – here was before it turned nasty. All nonsense what she was saying, of course. Her name was Gilda, for a start. Nice girl. Saw her, yeh, once or twice afterwards (well you have to – they don’t like it if you don’t) but then that was very surely that. I don’t know why or how Anne keeps thinking that something meaningful is going on. What is it that gets into these women, at all?


*


I suppose, if I’m honest, I thought it would be like that for always. I didn’t ever expect a thing like Maria to amble her way into my life. Does anyone anticipate so utter an occurrence? Maybe some people do – wait and pace and yearn for such a thing, their longing palpable, and therefore repugnant. Hopelessly destined for disappointment, of course – but it would maybe help them a lot if they could know in advance that any realization of this one sweet dream was only a brief and dazzling postponement of the very same end.


So that day – it might as well, now, be a lifetime ago (certainly mine, anyway, seems to have passed) – when I did eventually get back from that first night with Maria, Anne did not take at all long to see that here was different. Quite quickly, Adrian and Donna were deflected from the scene (Go and watch The Lion King: oh God, Mum – not The Lion King again – why can’t we ever get any new videos like Nathan Fieldlander? Because we’re not bloody billionaires like Nathan Fieldlander’s people, that’s why – now go and watch the bloody Lion King while me and your father talk). And then it was time for the horrible:


She was twitchy, agitated – practically bouncing amid the sleek and gleaming curves of the Mies van der Rohe sidechair (to which, quite frankly, she contributed nothing – though here is not quite so direct nor personal a slur as it may at first seem: in common with all these lovely things, as I’m forever saying, the chair looked so much better unadorned). That said, she didn’t actually have to jerk up and down in it, like that: just because it is cantilevered doesn’t make it a rocking chair, as I had long ago given up on admonishing her.


‘So,’ she opened. ‘This “potential client” you met. What’s her name?’


‘Maria. I think.’


I said it as simply as I could (the postscript was involuntary). I didn’t exult in its music – hoped that there was no inference that here was anything approaching the most beautiful sound I have ever heard (nothing like that) – though nor did I wish it to seem that the name had been forcibly wrung from me. It was the sheer immediacy of my response, though, I could see, rather than any nuance of delivery – this is what made the spark of shock and maybe fright light white in her eyes (possibly I should have been a liar?) – her intake of breath momentarily delaying whatever it was she just knew she had to get out of her next, or die.


‘I want you gone.’


Anne’s eyes were holding his gaze; Jeremy felt he could bear their glare for absolutely not one second longer, and yet he held it, transfixed. He hoped to God she’d have some more to say on the matter, but to break his awful fascination he coughed and muttered, Yes: I’m going. Her eyes were still hard, but glassier now – though her chin, it surely seemed to Jeremy through the blur of his mesmery, was quivering – or maybe just readying to talk at him again.


‘So … she must be really pretty special, this … Maria: you think …’


Jeremy looked about him for something to look at.


‘She’s—’


‘Special enough to take the place of your children. Oh of course I realize that just any of your pick-ups would be more than adequate to take the place of your wife – I mean, what am I, after all – ?’


‘Anne—’


‘But for some little – tart to just walk in and rob two children of their admittedly woeful father – well, she must really be something. Quite a … cracker – yes, Jeremy? Nan will be so disappointed.’


Jeremy looked up sharply, and in genuine surprise. However this awful thing was to have gone, here was surely a non-name he hadn’t expected.


‘Nan? Nan? What – you mean Nan, Nan? What the hell has she got to do with it?’


‘Well I imagine, Jeremy, that she thought your sordid little affair was actually, oh God – going somewhere – well they do, these young girls, don’t they? But when she discovers you’re—’


‘Wait! Now you just wait a bloody minute. Let’s just get this straight – we are talking about Nan, yes? As in Adrian and Donna’s nanny – that Nan? You must be mad.’


‘Unless there’s some other Nan you’ve been screwing,’ threw away Anne, at her most freshly rancid. But then her lip curled up and she turned on him viciously: ‘Oh come on, Jeremy – you’re not going to deny it, are you? Why bother? Why bother denying anything any more? You’re leaving me, aren’t you?’


‘Nan! Nan is about nineteen years old, Christ’s sake! I’ve never even so much as – !’


‘Oh balls, Jeremy – you’re besotted with each other: it’s absolutely as plain as – Christ, I only kept her on because it’s so impossible to get nannies, these days – but I suppose, yes, she’ll go anyway, now. Now that you’re not here any more.’


‘Anne. Believe me. You’re dreaming. What the hell anyway are we talking about Nan for, for Christ’s sake? We should be talking about—’


‘Who? About who, Jeremy? Me? No – not rubbish little me, surely: what’s to say? Your children? Well – you’ve never talked about them before, so why should you start now?’


‘Anne – that’s – !’


‘Or is it the girlfriend we should be talking about? Shall we do that? I don’t think so, Jeremy, no. I think I should find that just slightly distasteful. Can you be gone by tomorrow?’


Jeremy gaped at her. Tomorrow. Well can I? Can life really happen so that I am more or less here today, and utterly gone tomorrow?


‘Well do try,’ Anne went on – although the forcedly playful malice was quitting her now, and her lips were hardening into a snap-shut box. They opened again grudgingly, but nothing came. She got up to go off (where?) and although Jeremy was mightily relieved that she’d done so, he still rose – maybe to stop her. Neither of them for an instant moved – Jeremy aware of his stricken posture only when whatever had him was broken by young Adrian’s voice from the door.


‘What on earth are you two standing in the middle of the floor for?’


‘Daddeeeee,’ cooed Donna, running up to him and wrapping her arms around his legs and nuzzling his stomach, like she did. ‘I want to be a big lion when I’m older. Grrr! Grrr!’


Jeremy glanced over to Anne, and his eyes of a sudden felt huge with despair. She shook her head once, and looked down; then she turned and walked to the door as Adrian rushed up to her with urgency in his eyes: Mum? Mum? What’s up? What’s wrong? At least, thought Jeremy – maybe not just then, maybe later as he once again went over and over it – someone is aware of, if not quite what she’s feeling, then at least the fact that she feels at all. Anne gave in to a strangulated sob, just before she reached the door – and as Adrian ran to her, filled with hurt and enquiry, Jeremy caught sight of just her retreating calf, which seemed to him so white and strange – as if it were part of an altogether alien body. He tousled Donna’s hair, like he did, as his mind said Christ: what now?


Jeremy and Anne spoke just once more that night. She had not yet quite finished piling up all of his clothes on to the bed in the small room, by the time he had eventually come there – knowing full well it was where he had to be.


‘When,’ said Anne, ‘did you meet her? Is this the Dubai one? Or a newer one?’


‘I didn’t take anyone to … I told you …’


And then he did look full at her – feeling so strong a charge, this time, as their eyes just fused – and it is difficult to say which one of them first was spun into amazement as Jeremy mumbled to her … Last Night. Is When. I Met Her. You see, he thought (as Anne seemed so eager to leave as to be roughly pitching herself out of the room and into the hall), it’s just that I’ve been bowled over – which is why I do find myself just standing here, stunned, and utterly unable to do anything for either of us.


*


And then I remember thinking Well – well well: could maybe have been the following morning, this, when I said Well, oh yes – really quite a lot, and sometimes right out loud, to no one (sometimes keeping it barely inside, not even for me). And also – Right! Right, I kept on muttering, in a grim and manly this-is-it and please let me feel, oh God – determined sort of a way. The actual nature of the resolution never came through, though; if I hugged to me just the one coherent idea (and when I cast my mind back, all coherence lay just out of reach) it was no more than on the lines of You Know What, Don’t You, Jeremy Old Lad? This is all a bit quick: it doesn’t (can’t, can it?) altogether amaze me that I’m leaving – for people such as myself (and I think I know what I mean by that) all it really ever can be is no more than only a matter of time. So no – not that, then. What gets me is this: it’s just that I’m doing it now, when what I feel is not quite ready.


And then I gasped at my new insight and confronted myself hugely with knowing exactly why I leave: I’m not just quitting this place, am I? Not walking, turning my back, giving two fingers or ripping us up – because listen to me, will you: I give a monkey’s! What I am is exiled: the bitch has got rid of me – I am ordered to go. Well isn’t that the case, pure and simple? ‘Can you be gone by tomorrow?’ – were not those her very words? Not quite, is it, the reaction of a woman half-crazed by passion – on the verge of desolation at the threat of being cloven in twain? I don’t think so. No one could level at her the charge of being clingy, is all I’m trying to say here: right? And as for all that nonsense about Nan, well – clearly the woman’s deranged. I mean I thought of it, yeh sure – but Jesus, she’s not much more than a kid, Nan; plus, she didn’t seem remotely interested – and why, in fact, should she be? It’s not as if I’m young, or anything.


So how I shall maybe do this, then, is shuffle, yes shuffle – move with diffidence and finger just one or two things both lovingly and longingly, heavy with an adult burden of what must surely be the longest hour of all. And I would more or less happily have gone along with some of that – already, I recall, there were pinpricks of salty pain all over my eyeballs, so tenderly did I feel for me, now – but that was the point when Adrian arrived: Adrian, it was clear, wanted words with me (mine, yes, but one or two of his own were queuing up, I could see, in not that orderly a fashion).


Adrian plonked himself firmly – but had to be, didn’t it, irritatingly askew in the Wassily chair (and how many times had Jeremy told and told him that if he hangs his knees over the suspended leather strap arms, like that, the tension will be lost – the tensile strength, yes? – and along with it the lean and spare but utterly cubic lineament of the whole ensemble?).


‘So … Adrian?’ Jeremy opened. He figured he had to: boy would otherwise have gone on glaring at him for ever.


‘Is it true?’ was Adrian’s accusation – and yes, Jeremy would have betted on something along those lines, for here, it must be understood, could be no desperate cry for reassurance – nothing approaching the tentative first steps to a stupefied denial. Adrian had him, and he knew it. He was like that at draughts – towards the endgame, when wherever you went it didn’t at all matter because, look – it was as plain as day: Adrian’s crown was going to dance all over you, scooping up all of your remaining forces. (And no doubt at chess as well, Jeremy wouldn’t know: never ever learned the game.) For now, he seriously played at levelling with the twin barrels of his son’s big gun, staring down the frankly open soon-to-be-loathing, this well fortified by a smug and just-try-and-get-out-of-this-one goading – this all seeming to Jeremy, now, hardly less than a full-frontal offensive, which had to be met head-on.


‘Well is it?’ prompted Adrian – giving it a little bit of a twist rather too early on, was Jeremy’s judgement. And yes, he fooled with the idea of going through all of the ‘Well now, Adrian – it rather depends what you mean by it, doesn’t it really?’ sort of stuff – all the ‘Is what true, Adrian – what exactly is it you’re asking me?’ kind of garbage. But why? In order to defer quite what, precisely? Because a deferment was surely all it would ever have won him: any hope of a deflection was out, quite out – he saw that.


‘Yes,’ said Jeremy. ‘I think …’


Adrian was perplexed – and no, it gave Jeremy no joy at all as he physically registered that flicker of confusion momentarily contorting so very young and earnest a face that really had no business in concerning itself, not yet, with all this murk and horror. The sweetness of a boy’s stupidity – or anyway the shelter of faking it – should be preserved for longer, much longer than this.


‘You think …?’


‘No – sorry,’ Jeremy was quick to amend. ‘Don’t mean “I think”. Don’t know why I said it. I do that. Yes, Adrian – I’m sorry, but it’s true.’ And what mad force could possibly have made him tack on: ‘Not, of course, your mother’s fault’? The spark of affront in Adrian’s eyes soon clouded over, though, as they settled back down into a distant distaste, just at the very edge of easy contempt.


‘When are you going?’


‘People seem to be in rather a hurry …’


‘Are you going today? This morning?’


‘Jesus.’


‘Mummy says not to hate you and that you’re not to blame.’


‘And you think?’


‘I think – if you’re not to blame, then who is? Of course I know it’s not Mummy’s fault, it never can be – so who does that leave? Me and Donna is all that’s left.’


‘Oh Adrian – it’s just not like that – it’s not a question of … look, you know it’ll break my … I’m not actually enjoying any of this, Adrian, no matter what you may think – and no, no – please don’t say Well why are you doing it, then, because in a sense, in one very real sense, Adrian, I’m not doing … anything. It’s just – things just sometimes happen, you know? Yes? It’s like next year – look at next year. When you leave prep school, hm? And go on to, we hope, Westminster. Yes? It’s not that your prep school is no good any more, is it? Not that they’re chucking you out. See? What I’m saying? And Westminster – well, of course we all want it to be, you know, as good as everyone says it is, but we don’t yet actually know, do we? For sure. Until you’re there and sort of doing it, well – we just won’t, will we? You’re moving on, Adrian, simply because … well, because it’s time to: see? It’s just that time, is all. And maybe that’s how it is with me. Can you maybe try to think of it like that? Do you think?’


‘But it’s not … oh Dad, it’s not the same thing at all, though, is it? Is it? It just isn’t, is it?’


Jeremy sighed, and looked at the boy. ‘Not really. No. No – you’re right: it’s different. Completely. Oh God look – I just … it’s all a bit quick, this, for all of us, and I don’t frankly – OK, Adrian, OK: I’ll be frank with you, yes? Man to man. I don’t know if what I’m doing is … all I can do is go with the flow – and no I don’t mean that to sound – oh Christ, I am taking all this very seriously, of course I am, it’s just that it’s a bit sudden for me too, you know – and who knows? Maybe all I’ll do is go away for a day or two, have a bit of a – you know, think, and then, um, come back again and all this will be no more than—’
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