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For Sarah


Not every man has gentians in his house in Soft September, at slow, Sad Michaelmas.

D. H. Lawrence, ‘Bavarian Gentians’

I guess part of me or a part of who I am, a part of what I do is being a warrior – a reluctant warrior, a reluctant struggler.

Assata Shakur


Brighton

One step, two step, calm. It is not an easy walk, not easy by any means. Each pace takes its toll, each step towards where she is heading is a strain. Her lips move as she does, mumble the little mantra she has learned. One step, two step …

Anybody with the presence of mind to watch this slight young woman will wonder what she is saying to herself, why her body trembles as she walks. They will notice the effort she is expending not to draw attention to herself, and how the younger man by her side is having to prevent himself reaching down to steady her. He has a blue satchel over his shoulder, and wears an ancient black leather jacket. She blinks and clutches herself against the wind from the sea. A gull swoops over her and she flinches, as if expecting a blow.

The pier is filling up with the first-comers of the morning, the kids rushing to the arcades and the pensioners looking for a good berth with some shelter where they can spend the day. A few dossers, too, stumble towards the tarot booths and the shooting galleries, looking not for luck but for somewhere to sit and plead for small change. It is a luminous day and the mist has risen crisply to reveal the coastline, dappled with hotels and boarding-houses. A church clock somewhere sounds the quarter-hour, but soon the noise of the town will be drowned completely by the banshee soundtrack of the fairground. Rushing past the young woman and her friend is a man carrying binoculars, hurrying to the pier end as if its attractions are all about to close rather than opening, as they are, one by one; the lean young men who run them swinging into action and shouting good-natured profanities at one another. Nobody notices her.

Nobody except Lenny, that is. He spots the odd ones, does Lenny, the boozers and the flakes and the suicides. He’s got an eye for it: even Reg, the manager, agrees he does. Fifteen years on the pier, five days a week, he’s seen all sorts. You learn what they look like, the tricky ones, the ones who are going to be trouble, ruin the day out for everyone else. You learn which drunk girls are going to cause aggro after they’ve been on the rides, which bloke is going to get into a fight, which of the tramps will keep themselves to themselves, and which not. Most of the dossers Lenny knows, anyway. They’re part of the scenery, ghosts of the town whom nobody knows and most don’t even see. One of them, Del, worked with him in a hotel bar twenty years ago, drank more than he sold probably, and sleeps under the Brighton arches now in a foul-smelling cavern that used to be a fish-and-chip restaurant. It’s a shame, but he doesn’t get involved. Lenny takes each day as it comes, does odd jobs on the pier, mends this, sorts out that. There are worse things. Already he’s thinking of his first tea-break and, beyond that, to a pint of bitter and a pie in one of the seafront pubs. He’ll go with Bob, as always, maybe have a flutter on the nags on the way back. Could be his day.

That’s what he’s thinking about. But it doesn’t stop him spotting this little woman – you could mistake her for a girl, except her face speaks of the years she has lived. Something about her: she doesn’t want to be seen by anyone, still less to speak. She wears a faded suede jacket over a tracksuit top and combat trousers. Dowdy, at this distance. Anyway, she looks a mess. Probably been out all night. But that’s not unusual round here, with the clubs and the raves and the all-night drinking joints. That’s not what singles her out. He sees that she is troubled, afraid of something or perhaps everything, talking almost imperceptibly to herself. Lenny stops sweeping and wonders what she is whispering as she passes by. The bloke is younger, nervous rather than frightened. Edgy, in his crumbling leather jacket and baseball boots. He’s looking out for her, Lenny can see, but trying not to be seen doing so. Of the two, he’s the more suspicious, Lenny reckons. He’s done something and she’s worried: girlfriend, sister? Not wife. You can tell. You can always tell.

The bloke leans over and says something to her, this time with undisguised urgency, and they quicken their pace. Out of Lenny’s view and he’s soon forgotten them. Out of sight, out of mind, as his mother says. Reg comes over in his blazer and tells him about a painting job further up the pier: it’s a bugger, three days’ work for him and Bob at least, maybe one other brush too if they get behind. At least the weather is fine: the chill won’t get through his sweater and uniform. Time for a cuppa and a sitdown with Bob, then. They’ve got to work out how best to get this painting done with minimum fuss and maximum overtime. It’s a fine art and he needs a brew-up to help him think it through. He needs what Bob calls ‘a strategy, Len’.

There’s a coachload of tourists arriving at the pier entrance and he’s playing the game of guessing where they’re from. America? No, no check trousers or golf hats. France? They’re talking enough, so that’s a possible. Holland? Plenty of purple jackets, always a giveaway. Yes, maybe Holland. About fifty of them, middle-aged to elderly, seeing the sights. He’ll be able to tell where they’re from when they walk by, filling their cameras with film and checking their change for the rides. He’ll know from the babble that sweeps past him. They’re the first coach party of the day and he knows he’ll have lost count of how many follow by knocking-off time. That’s it, you see: all sorts, every day.

Before the swarm gets to his spot, he sees the woman walking back with the man a pace behind her. They look different, still ill-at-ease but less burdened somehow. The woman isn’t smiling but she isn’t closing her eyes or shuffling or talking to herself any more. The bloke seems to have lost his blue bag, another thing that will end up in Lost Prop for six months, Lenny thinks. The man catches up with her, reaches out to take her hand, thinks better of it. She stops and looks out to the shore. Grasps the wooden rail and shades her eyes to get a proper view. Then, Lenny sees, she lowers her head, pushes a few blonde hairs off her face. She is not far away and he can see her profile squarely. No tears or anything. Fine cheekbones, though. She is, he realises for the first time, a beautiful woman. She looks as if she is remembering something.


Part One


 

Dark thoughts coursed through the mind of Jeremy Taylor: it was a time to kill. He stretched and flexed his body, calculating the precise force and trajectory required for the strike to be fatal, the blow to administer justice. He began his lethal swing. But just as he was about to send his son Ben’s green croquet ball singing into oblivion, his murderous reverie was punctured by his wife’s voice. A hundred feet from the hoop and cluster of balls over which he loomed, Jenny Taylor stood, clasping a gingham cloth in one hand and a box of something in the other. No second summons was necessary. And even at a distance, he could tell from her very posture – the position of her left leg in respect to the right, as it happened – that no such summons would be forthcoming.

Thirty-five years had taught him what each such configuration meant. He was an expert in the private semaphore of her body language and gestures. In her mauve cardigan and white shirt, she communicated the simmering impatience that was rarely given the chance to boil into fury. All was ready with the feast, he knew, but the croquet game was not over. The timing of the Taylor family, as ever, was just a little askew and he wished, with a moment’s flash of irritation, that for once this was not so.

‘Come on, Dad,’ said Ben. ‘If you’re going to kill me, kill me.’

Closing in on their father, and swinging their mallets high above their heads, the twins approached to see what he would do. The green ball touched the blue and was ripe for vicious despatch. Though the turf of the park was shockingly uneven and offended Jeremy Taylor’s deep love of a game he had mastered on the lawns of his father’s Oxford college, there was no doubting his opportunity. Even his son could see this and, with the suicidal impulse that sometimes overtakes a player in a match he knows he has lost, longed to see his own murder carried out with beauty. His father began to swing and then, looking over to the copse of ferns, planted his mallet in the grass. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I want to make you suffer. Afterwards.’

‘Afterwards?’ said Ben. ‘It’s five o’clock already. It’ll be too dark when we’re done eating. Come on, Dad. Don’t be wet.’

‘Kill him, Dad,’ said Caitlin. ‘You know you want to.’

‘For God’s sake, Dad,’ her sister Lara said, ‘this is it. Kill him before he turns thirty. It’s too old anyway. Put him out of his misery before he’s an old man.’

‘No. Tempting as it is, I think we should eat. We can postpone the slaughter of Benjamin Taylor, aged twenty-nine, till after the feast. And I don’t want to be slaughtered by your mother. She would make an unconvincing single mum.’

He stretched his arms high, still an impressive figure of a man at sixty-two. He remained a trim six foot and, though his fair hair was now thinning fast, his features had hardened into a look of timeless Roman distinction. By common consent, Jeremy Taylor was an imposing individual, whose gangly frame had settled over many years into a physique tinged with patrician menace. Distracted for a moment by the late-afternoon sky and its streaks of apple pink, he noticed for the first time that there was a small hole in the elbow of his cashmere jumper. He looked out at the road beyond the park railings and watched a woman in a translucent cagoule walking a little dog, which led her along at a furious pace. The woman’s face, he could see, was etched with unfathomable fury, as she made her way along the pavement towards the pub where young people sat outside, smoked and chattered into their mobiles. The pub, formerly known as the George, was now called @Organic: Ben had explained that this was a mark of the area’s creeping gentrification rather than, as his father suggested, the decline and fall of western civilisation. What Jeremy meant by this was something of which he had begun to feel intimations in the past few years: that this was no longer his world. I am a guest now, he thought, and a landlord no longer. A new age has come, and one which acknowledges no debt to me.

Leaving the hoops and stake in place, the four Taylors made their way to the little oasis of shade and opulence that Jenny had been constructing for the past hour from the contents of three wicker baskets. The sun, though low in the sky, was still beating powerfully upon the parkland and wearing down the jaundiced sports pitch beyond their picnic site. A handful of diehard sunbathers lay scattered on this bleak football field, the puce markings of sunburn criss-crossing their skin like strange tattoos. A mother and three young children argued by the far goalposts, apparently over a push-chair, which the smallest was crashing repeatedly to the ground with impressive force. Undisturbed, only a few yards from them, a man wearing only khaki shorts, socks, sandals and a pork-pie hat slept. His eyes were concealed by a newspaper whose pages fluttered hectically.

On the Taylors’ right a pond shimmered, blackish green, barely worthy of the title ‘lake’ but described as such on boards emblazoned with gold lettering on flaking blue paint. By its edge, the detritus of park life mingled with the reeds and fronds of parched vegetation: cans, wrappers, leaflets advertising closing-down sales. A few hungry ducks quivered optimistically as they passed, hoping for food, their paddling just visible below the ripples caused by the easterly breeze. The twins, clad in matching denim jackets, skipped as they now did only on such family occasions. In their Hammersmith basement flat, with their set of school and university friends, such unselfconscious behaviour would have been inconceivable. But here, a return to the habits of childhood was permissible. Lara’s hair was short now, styled in a bob, while Caitlin had stuck with the long blonde tresses that had been their shared hallmark for so long. It made their father laugh, as he watched the two young women cackling hand in hand, that their occasional efforts to cut the umbilical, which had linked them for twenty years, only emphasised its resilience.

‘At last, Jeremy,’ said Jenny, as they reached the blankets she had laid on the ground. ‘At bloody last. I do wonder about you sometimes.’ She reached over to pick up a little pot of gentleman’s relish, which she offered to him absentmindedly, before reaching for a canteen of cutlery.

‘Only sometimes, darling? That’s progress. I shall have to call our marriage counsellor at once with this exciting news.’

She chuckled. ‘Don’t bother. I bloody well sacked him while you were playing.’

‘Oh, really? And doubtless paid the severance money from the joint account.’

Ben Taylor smiled at this exchange as he foraged in one of the baskets for the first bottle of champagne. As far back as he could remember, such badinage had been the warp and weft of his parents’ relationship. It comforted them both, for sure: it was their way of making safe – in the sturdy encasement of English irony – the accumulated tensions of three and a half decades of life together. But it was primarily, Ben also knew, for their children’s benefit, a well-honed means of signalling to the four young Taylors that all was well, even when it was not.

When he was ten, his mother had fallen sick. It was clear to him and his sister – the twins were less than a year old at the time – that she was very ill indeed. A dark beast was padding through the immaculately rugged corridors of the Taylor home, sniffing at the doors and seeking out its prey. A silence had fallen upon its four floors, accompanied by waves of mild nausea shared by all who lived there but never spoken of explicitly. For two months, as their mother went in and out of hospital, the two older children, ten and nine years old, had tasted emotions quite new, violent and despicably alien. The house smelt no longer of their mother’s indulgences, Chanel perfumes and scented candles on empty landings, but of disinfectant. The warmth of a home surrendered slowly to the chill of an institution. Their nanny, Henty, could no longer look them in the eye and Ben had caught her weeping in the old nursery, which had become her room. Henty, in her old floral frock, her woollen stockings curling round her ankles and her Dr Scholl sandals kicking against the edge of the bed as she sobbed. That in itself was not clinching proof: Henty would cry if you hinted that, at some indeterminate point in the future, though not yet and perhaps not at all, you might say boo to a goose. No, proof of the terribleness of what was happening had come in a quite different form the next day when he had accosted his father in his study.

Many magical things had occurred in that room at the end of the corridor on the second floor. On his father’s knee, he had learned the rudiments of chess and listened to the Narnia stories. He had discovered how to do crosswords and what a Welsh rarebit was. Sometimes, on Sundays, Jeremy would let him sit and read a comic as he worked or completed correspondence. At the end of the afternoon, as dusk fell, he might even be allowed to play a game of darts with his father, lobbing the red and blue arrows high up at the board that Jeremy had screwed to the back of the door against Jenny’s protestations. Naughtiest of all – astonishingly so, Ben now thought, with the clarity of hindsight – his father would occasionally show him and his sister the little collection of guns, some of them antique, that he had inherited from his uncle. There was a musket, a wartime revolver and a few more modern pieces, some quite valuable. He explained to them how these firearms worked, how to dismantle them, clean them and respect them. He said that they would never have to use guns, as his own father’s generation had been forced to, but should know about them. Ben and his sister were speechless with reverence during these rare sessions, which they regarded, correctly, as a ritual of trust rather than a reckless form of playtime. In other circumstances, their father’s demonstrations might have seemed psychotic. But they were evidence of his confidence in them – their mother could not possibly be allowed to know – and his belief that they should be aware of everything about their family’s past and its role in their present. It taught both of them, too, that their father was capable of keeping secrets. This was the basis of the covenant between Jeremy Taylor and his two older children.

In those days, Ben remembered, the walls of the den were lined with ‘Spy’ cartoons and pictures of his father posing with eminent men, the financiers he worked with and the politicians whom he had befriended when they were undergraduates together. A medical skeleton, a Christmas present from his surgeon brother Gus, grinned manically in the corner, wearing a Homburg given to Jeremy by his children but never really worn. Behind was an old noticeboard, with the warning, PROPERTY OF ORIEL COLLEGE: KEEP OUT, a memento of a drunken evening more than four decades ago.

The shelves told the story of Jeremy’s life as literary pilgrimage, from the volumes of Walter Scott, Tolkien and C. S. Lewis of his childhood, via the Cyril Connolly and Orwell of his teens, to the first editions he prized above all else and could now afford to collect. Above the desk hung an old print of Constantinian Jerusalem, bearing the motto Hierosolyma Urbs Sancta. On the desk there was an old-fashioned green reading light and a beautiful piece of Russian amber given to him by Jenny when she was a diplomat and they were courting. And when Ben went in that day without knocking – and, in so doing, breached an absolute rule of the house – he found his father cradling the amber like a talisman, as if caressing its surface and staring into its centuries-old core would somehow ward off whatever it was he most feared. Father’s eyes met son’s. Jeremy’s reflex was one of fury that Ben had so outrageously invaded his privacy. He stiffened and rose to deliver what Ben, set fast by the door in the aspic of his undeniable crime, assumed would be a truly terrifying reproach. But the speed with which his father curtailed this surge of patriarchal righteousness and yielded again to something much deeper, whose origin Ben could only guess at, told him all he needed to know. Something utterly terrible was happening in the peaceful, prosperous land of the Taylors: a ferocious Enemy was at hand. He closed the door behind him without a word.

Yet even in that bleak time his parents had refused to let their fortress be razed. Depleted, besieged, torn apart, Jeremy and Jenny Taylor had resisted the Enemy with the weapon it feared most. For weeks, they had maintained a running joke, as trite and incoherent as it was necessary and comforting. Jenny had pretended to the children that she had fallen for the milkman, Stanley. Since Stanley had been delivering milk to the house in the Boltons for as long as the Taylors had lived there – a decade and a half – this was a splendidly implausible story. That would have been the case even if Stanley had had the grace of Lancelot and the looks of Olivier. Sadly for him, he had neither, being a man bereft even of the cheeriness with which most milkmen seem either to be blessed or to feel they must assume ex officio. Nobody even knew whether Stanley, with his grey sideburns, crumpled trousers and vague odour of last night’s beer, had ever persuaded some poor unfortunate woman to be Mrs Stanley. But that only made the joke better. ‘Well, my dear,’ Jeremy would say, shaking his head, ‘if you feel this way, you must do what is right. I will not hold you back. Such passions are beyond reason.’ The children would laugh, even as their eyes told of the weeping to which they would later succumb once more in their rooms. Such exchanges always preceded another visit to hospital. And on Jenny’s return, the routine would be repeated, this time with more flamboyance.

‘How is Stanley coping?’ their father asked, after the last such spell in the Chelsea and Westminster.

‘Oh, Stanley?’ Jenny replied, fussing with the contents of her overnight bag, a cane at her side. ‘He did away with himself, I’m afraid. Unrequited love. Poor, dear Stanley. Still, these things happen.’ Ben and his sister had sniggered uncontrollably at this wonderful dénouement. He had held his mother’s hand all afternoon and fallen asleep in her arms on the sofa in the drawing room where she liked to read.

The milkman’s true martyrdom, that Thursday, was to be greeted by the entire Taylor family laughing hysterically as Jenny opened the door to him to settle the weekly bill. Even the twins, dandled in their father’s arms, gurgled in blissful emulation. The milkman looked at them silently in this moment of pure affliction as if he had known all along, with the insight of the truly diffident, that they had been exploiting him for some time. His features expressed a folk memory too, of a feudal obligation that he and his forebears had probably been feeling for a hundred generations: Stanley knew it was, for some reason, his indispensable function on the Taylor manor to be mocked, that this function could not be escaped, and that it would never be explained. Jeremy’s presentation of a twenty-pound note mitigated the insult while confirming beyond reasonable doubt that it had, indeed, been delivered.

The champagne was good, Ben noticed. A vintage Krug, one his father drew from the cellar only when he was feeling exceptionally well disposed towards life in general or someone in particular. In this case, the imminent passing of his eldest child into his fourth decade had evidently prompted a flush of generosity. He opened the first bottle with a tea towel, losing only a little liquid as the gas seeped out. He poured into five plastic flutes, leaving his own till last.

‘Did your sister call?’ asked Jenny.

‘Yes,’ snorted Ben. ‘This morning. You know she said she was going to take the day off work? You know, definitely, absolutely, for sure? So she could be here on time? Well …’

‘Mia wouldn’t take a day off work just for someone’s thirtieth,’ said Caitlin. ‘Even if they were her brother. Far too grand these days.’

‘Just because she’s short,’ said her twin, ‘and never has sex with anyone.’

‘Oh, God, La,’ her father said. ‘Do shut up. You simply can’t cope with the fact that your sister doesn’t lead the life of feckless hedonism you and Cai have chosen for yourselves. It doesn’t mean she isn’t normal.’

‘It’s true, though. She lives in the office. She’s such a bloody spinster. I got her a ticket to this club the other day––’

‘Yeah,’ said Lara. ‘Cai got her a ticket, twenty quid, all-night gig in Clerkenwell, and we all went. There were even a couple of single guys we lined up, just in case she got faced and decided to behave like a normal human being for once. And she called two hours before we left and said she couldn’t make it after all. Work. Work? It was bloody seven o’clock on a Saturday night.’ Lara shook her head in sincere bafflement. This was truly incredible behaviour, a mutilation of the most basic opportunities life offered.

Jeremy Taylor sipped his Krug and laughed inwardly. The twins ought to have been his burden, the late, unplanned children who had raised hell and rebelled throughout the middle age he had set aside for quiet enjoyment. They had kept him up at night in his forties, got drunk in his early fifties, and forced him into a disagreeable round of chauffeuring around London, often very late at night. Caitlin and Lara had rampaged through adolescence, in constant need of collection from some middle-class home or other that had been deserted by unfortunate parents who would return after the weekend to find it desecrated by hormones and vodka. And yet Jeremy had derived only joy from the twins, not least because their world-view was so spectacularly at odds with his own, which he shared with his two elder children. Ben and Mia sought out dragons to slay and crusades to fight. They had their father’s gnawing ambition secreted in their marrow, and they competed passionately with one another to match his example. The twins’ symbiosis, on the other hand, was of a completely different order: their intimacy only reinforced their shared sense of complacency and their scepticism of effort. From time to time, a smitten man would threaten rivalry between the two girls – one impossibly handsome suitor had pined for them for a full year before retreating in defeat – but Lara spoke for both when she sneered at the very notion that ‘some poxy bloke’, even a twenty-five-year-old forex banker on a million a year, should come between them.

In Hammersmith, down the stairs behind the black railings, they had created a ménage of apparent disorder, which was actually founded on strict rules and regulations. ‘No dogs, no Italians, no cheap white wine’ was one of the more explicit by-laws of the flat, which Caitlin had once explained to him. There were things she and Lara would permit, and things they would not. Jenny and the two other children worried that the flat, with its clothes strewn everywhere, unemptied ashtrays and resemblance on a Monday morning to a bottle bank, would be the undoing of the pair. They would sink into untidy immobility, their lives an increasingly barren round of partying, idleness and lost opportunity. But Jeremy knew better. He could see that the twins had wit and resolve on their side and that, while the paths of their lives would be utterly unpredictable and must, of sad necessity, include more heartache in the years ahead than either bargained for now, they would both be all right. He felt sure of that as he watched Lara doing a merciless and brilliant impersonation of her elder sister dancing, badly and sadly, at a ball two years before.

‘Even Anthony Foster wouldn’t dance with her!’ Caitlin said, as her sister gyrated. ‘I mean, please. Anthony Foster. London’s saddest man. I walk up to him and say, “Ant, for Christ’s sake, dance with my sister. She’s gorgeous and she’s single. You’re the one for her.” And Anthony turns to me, Mr Halitosis himself, the man who threw up on Clare Singleton at her own wedding and says, “I would, but she’s mad!” I mean, what can you do?’

Lara shook her head again in exasperated agreement and drained her glass. She was hungry, and by now one of the blankets was covered with the feast to celebrate Ben’s thirtieth. There were cold cuts, smoked salmon, a tin of beluga (a present from Uncle Gus at Christmas saved for this occasion), blinis, salads and her mother’s special quiche. There were pickles, relishes, cheeses and bottles of Badoit. Jeremy was already nibbling at a cracker smeared with Gentleman’s Relish. A second bottle of Krug was doing the rounds. He noticed that the screaming family had departed, leaving the unconscious man in the sandals to his dream. The newspaper had now completely disintegrated and was spreading across the pitch in sections.

‘Well,’ said Ben, ‘the point is that she’s coming, but of course she’s going to be late. Apparently, her man––’

‘Her man?’ said Caitlin. ‘Shome mishtake shurely, Benjamin.’

‘Not that kind of man. Her politician. The golden boy. He’s on telly in the morning and he needs a briefing. So, of course, fingers snapped, and off goes little Mi with her pencil and her revision notes to help him swot. She’s been working on the questions and answers so she can hand them to him before he goes on. He’d be eviscerated if she wasn’t there for him.’

‘Is he any good?’ said Jenny. ‘This – what’s it? – Anderson.’

‘Anderton,’ said Ben. ‘Miles Anderton. Yup, he’s pretty good. Not much older than me, and already a PPS. He’s made a name for himself bashing Islamic militants and banging on about child poverty. All very scripted. He’s a complete chancer, of course, and a world-famous shagger apparently, which’ll catch up with him one day. But he’ll be in the cabinet, or so Mi says.’

‘She would,’ said Lara. ‘She talks about these people as if they were pop stars when they’re just middle-aged men in crap suits.’

‘Not so crap in Milesy’s case, La,’ said Ben. ‘She’s got him shopping for the best threads now. That was step one, apparently. Robinson wouldn’t take the account unless he promised to spend ten grand on a new wardrobe.’

‘I don’t see how it works,’ said his mother. ‘How could an MP possibly pay for Z Robinson? I mean, most big companies can’t afford the ridiculous rates they charge.’

‘True, Mum. But the point is that he doesn’t pay, or at least he doesn’t pay properly. They charge him a mate’s rate – almost pro bono – and their calculation is he’s going to be a star. Milesy keeps banging on about dangerous mullahs and poor wee children up a chimney in Barnstaple. The whips notice, he gets into a big job, and – hey presto – Robinson are laughing. Mia’s the link man so she’s happy. That’s what Claude told me, anyway.’

Claude. With a couple of glasses inside him and the licence of the birthday boy, Ben felt entitled to mention the name of the man who had hired Mia from Oxford, nurtured her at the firm, wooed her and then dumped her. Jenny, in particular, having met Claude Silberman early in this cycle of grief – at a drinks party at Merton, where she had gone to meet her daughter one summer day – found every stage wearyingly predictable. She considered Silberman an all-too-familiar character: suave to the point of parody, handsome in a merely feminine way, and utterly untrustworthy. Her unimpressed mumbles when Mia had asked her about him had, she later realised, only heightened his attractions to her daughter, and that caused her a frisson of guilt. But she and Jeremy thought Ben’s decision still to socialise with the man who had broken his sister’s heart very poor form, and told him so. There were few fissures between the Taylors, but Ben had drilled one into the family’s rockface by staying friends with this indubitably wicked person.

‘Him?’ hissed his mother. ‘What does he know?’

‘He wears hats,’ said Caitlin. ‘What a wanker.’

‘Wanker,’ chimed Lara. ‘He’s like something out of a crap sixties film.’

It was true that Claude wore hats, one of many affectations that verged on the intolerable. Slender and immaculately dressed, he had the perfect manners and air of utter insincerity that marked the true dandy. He had the infuriating habit of saying ‘of course, of course’. But Ben liked him. They had got to know one another through his sister but their friendship had quickly grown independent of the faltering romance. They had gone out for a tentative drink in St James’s one night and got into a completely unnecessary fist fight with a couple of Americans. The brawl’s origins were mythic and had become the subject of almost theological debate between the two young men at subsequent gatherings. But it was agreed that the two Americans, sitting at the next table in T-shirts and expensive bomber jackets, had taken exception to Claude’s volubility and asked him ‘to keep the fucking noise down’. Claude, had he not drunk as much as he had by then, might have acceded to their request – ‘of course, of course’ – or simply brushed off the provocation with what Ben learned later he called the ‘Silberman stare’. But they had racked up a bar bill of well over a hundred pounds by then – the kosher vodka was going down a treat – and were therefore deaf to the warning signals that would normally have been screaming in their ears.

Claude turned on them with a look of comic iciness. ‘Are you talking to me? Are you looking at me? Because I don’t see anyone else here.’

Ben could not believe that Claude, the silken strategy adviser in his foppish overcoat and thousand-pound suit, had unexpectedly been transformed into Travis Bickle. He was suddenly out on the town with Taxi Driver, an unlikely impersonator of de Niro missing only the Mohawk and the Marine veteran’s jacket. How had this metamorphosis occurred? Ben could not say, although most of what he needed to know was gathered in a glass forest on the marble table in front of them. Though the bar was dimly lit, he could see that American One – who had issued the original challenge – was as astonished as he was, but nowhere near as amused.

‘Funny guy, eh?’ said American Two, who was not remotely fazed. ‘Funny loud guy?’ It always intrigued Ben that real fights were so messy and initially undramatic, with none of the choreography you expected from a lifetime’s movies and television. For a moment after this riposte – which was not a riposte at all, of course, but a statement of violent intent – both tables had fallen quiet and all four men had looked at their hands, the American team fidgeting nervously with their chunky frat-house rings. Then, most improbably of all, Claude had stood up and slapped American One hard on the top of the head. This could not have been particularly painful, Ben thought, but had served its purpose admirably, humiliating American One in the most stinging way possible. A girl standing nearby laughed at the bizarre sight of the lanky young gent slapping down his burly adversary so contemptuously. This was very funny, and also very bad news.

For what seemed like several minutes (but Claude and Ben later calculated must have been no more than sixty seconds), the four men pummelled one another with little skill and much foul language. Glass was smashed and a chair broken. Kosher vodka spilt on the floor. Ben took a fist full in the face and felt no pain but something warm trickling from his nose. Claude, he noticed with odd detachment, was on the floor taking a kicking from American One and would probably have been badly hurt had not two big security men in Puffa jackets bearing the legend ‘Sandino’s Bar’ rushed over from the other side of the room and broken up the fight. To their relief, Ben and Claude quickly found themselves bleeding and barred for life, but safely on the pavement, freezing and laughing their heads off. Claude patted Ben on the back as he was sick in the gutter and helped him into a taxi. When he woke up outside his flat in Primrose Hill, he found that the driver had already been paid and handsomely tipped: so handsomely, in fact, that he waited until Ben had walked through the front entrance of the mansion block before driving off.

The next morning Ben had awoken in a terrible state, badly shaken by the fight, hung-over to the point of suicide, and convinced that he had committed at least four criminal offences at Sandino’s. He looked in the mirror to see a man he did not recognise, grey with the after-effects of drink, sporting the black eye and cracked lip of a failed amateur boxer. He wondered if his nose, still clogged with blood, was broken or merely agonising. He also seemed to be suffering some sort of palsy, which made it very difficult to brew coffee, brush his teeth or pick up the paper. When the phone rang at two, he assumed with exhausted fatalism that it must be DCI Bastard of the local nick, giving him advance warning that he and his colleagues were on their way round to collar him and end his liberty for ever, and that Ben might like to use the minutes of freedom remaining to him to call his parents to say goodbye. But it was Claude, chirpier than seemed possible for an ordinary human being who only twelve hours before had been taking ferocious blows to the head and stomach.

‘Well, young man, you seem to have made your bones rather quicker than I anticipated. You’ve got your sister’s temper, I see, but your right hook is better. You deserve a reward. Let’s do the same again tonight.’ And so, against Ben’s better judgement, they had.

Claude had introduced his protégé to a milieu he found intoxicating in every sense: not the skiing-and-skunk set of the Fulham Road with whom Ben had run in his teens, those boys in their cricket jumpers drinking Japanese beer and dreaming of Porsches full of blondes. Claude’s world was the best that Soho and Mayfair had to offer. He would pick Ben up from work on a Friday night and drive him to the West End, where they would meet his coterie for dinner. Then they would move from club to club, from Shaftesbury Avenue to Jermyn Street to Berkeley Square, downing Stoli martinis until sunrise or later. Sometimes they would end up in the dives of the East End, where Claude’s circle of acquaintances included some unlikely hard men who evidently found his incongruous presence in their clubs amusing. Then, sometimes in the company of one or two of these gorillas, they would head for the market pubs, which had early licences, for a few last pints and a fry-up first thing.

This friendship had long survived Claude’s affair with Mia, which had, in truth, not lasted as long as she had pretended to her parents. What Ben chose not to reveal to them was that, although Claude was indeed a disastrous boyfriend and had technically at least been the one to end the liaison, Mia had more or less forced him to do so. She had made clear to him more than once that she felt next to nothing for him and that, while their affair satisfied some of her needs, it was very much a phase as far as she was concerned, and he should not get his hopes up. ‘Of course, of course,’ Claude had said. But he had known as soon as he heard the first of these speeches that he would have to end it quickly. Which, at a sushi bar in Park Lane one clear November night, he had done, with no tears on either side. They had resumed their strictly professional relationship at Z Robinson with functional frostiness. Ben, of all people, knew this to be for the best. He also knew that his sister was now smitten by another, and that the memory of Claude was a distant one. Only the other Taylors believed that Mia had been traduced.

‘“Let other men make money faster, in the air of darkroomed towns”,’ sang his father, in a passable baritone, opening the last of the champagne.

‘Oh, God, he’s off,’ said Caitlin.

‘“I don’t dread a peevish master, Though no man do heed my frowns”,’ sang Jenny. Then, together with her husband: ‘“I be free to go abroad, Or take again my homeward road––”’

They were both interrupted by a singing voice which still had the enchantment of a child’s: ‘“To where, for me, the apple tree, Do lean down low in Linden Lea”.’

‘Mi! Darling!’ Jenny enveloped her daughter in an embrace of sheer, unrestrained delight. She had not seen her, she suddenly realised, for months, and the sight of her little blonde girl, shoeless in a trouser suit and carrying a briefcase, filled her with melancholy and relief. She had lost weight, Jenny thought, which was no surprise given the ridiculous intensity with which she lived her life. Mia reminded her of herself and that was a cause of worry to her. She knew that she had needed an anchor and had found one in Jeremy. Mia, for all her accomplishments, drifted on the choppy waters of life with little to link her to the seabed.

‘How do you know those words, Mia Taylor?’ said her father, bending over to kiss his daughter. ‘You’re not supposed to sing songs like that till you’re more than forty.’

‘Well, on that basis, Mia’s probably been singing them for ten years,’ said Caitlin.

‘Listening to you in the bath, Dad. Piss off, valley girl,’ she said, hugging her younger sister, and then Lara, who immediately began to examine the new earrings Mia was wearing.

‘These are nice. Very nice. Suspiciously nice.’

‘Oh, those … Do you like them?’ Mia played with her right ear-lobe nervously.

The twins looked at her, then at each other, and then at her again: ‘Boyfriend! Boyfriend!’

‘Anthony Foster!’ said Caitlin in triumph. ‘He changed his mind!’

In spite of herself, Mia smiled and threw up her arms in despair. ‘God, I’m not that desperate. So, Benj, I’m here. I said I would be. Gasping for a drink.’

‘Good God, aren’t you Mia Taylor? Didn’t we exchange e-mails once, about two years ago?’ He smiled and put an arm around her. ‘Only three hours late. I’m glad you’re here. This all right?’

There was a glass left in the last bottle of Krug. She nodded. Preparing the briefing notes for Miles’s television appearance had worn her out. Miles, Miles … would he see the point? He was a great actor and a nimble political operator. He had already caught the eye of the press with his passionate outbursts on child deprivation – the trip to Liverpool had gone particularly well – and his ferocious attacks on Muslim militants in London. He had dared to name individual Muslim leaders, like Omar Aziz and Dr Saffi Muhammad, and taken them on in person, live, on Channel 4 News. It was difficult to catch him out. But she wanted more of him, much more. She wanted Miles to shine in the dull political firmament and for the shine to be seen to be her work. It was an open secret that he was being groomed at Robinson, and just as well known – because she had told several journalists she trusted, and a few she didn’t – that she was the groom. There would surely be a reshuffle by the end of the year and Miles had to make the leap from lippy bag-carrier to a middle-ranking job if he was to remain on track for greatness. He was not the finished article yet and could not see that his answers in interviews, unlike the speeches she wrote for him, were still too defensive, lacking visible passion and purpose. There would be no sparkle in his performance tomorrow, she feared. But there ought to be enough confidence to catch the eyes of the hacks and the whips, which was all that was necessary. She needed a few more stories in the nationals saying he was ‘tipped for promotion’, ‘a rising star’, or ‘the next leader but one’, and she was home and dry. Unless Milesy dropped a serious bollock in his interview, it ought to be sewn up in Monday’s press.

She drank the champagne in three gulps and searched in the baskets for something else to drink. She needed to put a firewall of warm feeling between the stress of the day so far and the celebrations of the hours ahead. Her father had laid out a fine Chassagne Montrachet for the lunch proper but Mia would have drunk from a winebox at that moment. As the Krug took effect in her limbs, she looked out at the makeshift croquet lawn, saw for the first time the cluster of balls and realised that the game must have been interrupted at a crucial point. Through the railings beyond she could see the growing crowd outside the pub, young money in T-shirts escaping their loft conversions to enjoy the preamble to a serious Saturday night. A couple, Mediterranean in their beauty, held hands over glasses of white wine. It was six. Families were beginning to make their way slowly from the park, out beyond its old and dilapidated bandstand to the Georgian terraced houses that looked over its lawns and ponds to the amber glow of east London’s evening. The two tribes of the area went their separate ways: the young out to find pleasure and trouble in the night, the middle-aged back to their homes to avoid such things. Mia brushed some grass from her suit jacket, then took it off, folding it neatly from habit.

So often, she thought, she had watched day turn into evening with her family in this way, eating on a hillside, in a park, on a Cornish beach, by a French lake. Jenny had told her that the ritual picnicking came from her father’s side and that the tradition had annoyed her enormously when she met him. The druids – her name for Jeremy’s father and his greybeard uncles – would gather in Kensington Gardens or St James’s and feast on special occasions. She remembered them as particularly joyless events, enlivened only by occasional moments of spontaneity. When she was pregnant with Ben, one of Jeremy’s great-uncles had suffered a spectacular seizure under a tree in Holland Park, which had initially been treated by his relatives as a nuisance disrupting their déjeuner sur l’herbe. Jenny had ended up administering first aid to the poor man – ponderous and breathing heavily herself – while one of Jeremy’s uncles trudged off lugubriously to find a public telephone to call an ambulance. The old man had not died that day: he had lasted another five years before expiring over a book of Mandarin proverbs. At the time Jenny had been horrified by the indifference of the family she had married into, and by its embarrassment that one of its members should bring chaos to such an occasion. Now, years on, she found the incident hilarious. And she recognised how much the tradition mattered to Jeremy and the happiness with which he invested it once it was wrested from the druids’ chilly grasp. As they had brought up their children, alfresco eating had become an almost sacred part of their partnership: birthdays, anniversaries, even sad events that needed to be forgotten were marked by picnics. The age of the druids yielded to the age of Jeremy and Jenny. A rite of grim patriarchy was made a rite of spring.

The sight of the baskets and the bottles reminded Mia of these little rituals, which had been the punctuation marks of her upbringing. She remembered her thirteenth birthday on a touring holiday in Heidelberg: after a morning in which her father had explained to her and Ben the perils of student duelling, with dramatic moments of swashbuckling re-enactment, the family had pitched camp in one of the little town’s squares and eaten wurst, bread and cheese, with beer for the adults and apple juice for the children. One of the twins had been stung by a wasp, plunging the festivities into disarray and delaying the moment when the cake could be presented to Mia. But it was the extreme heat of that day she remembered most, the blurring of the pale stone of the town under a baking sun. For her twenty-first, Jeremy had thrown a series of parties, but the one that had mattered most was for the family itself, with her elderly grandmother in Christ Church meadows. They had watched the undergraduates make their way down to the river for Eights Week and drunk Pimm’s laced with mint and borage – made, as Jenny insisted, with ginger ale not lemonade. Her grandmother had given her a silver brooch of unremarkable design but the deepest family significance: a gift from her own mother, long before she had met Jeremy’s father and been claimed by the druids, as Jenny had been a generation later. That occasion, in the sight of the windows from which Antoine Blanche had read The Waste Land through a megaphone, captured for Mia the end of her Oxford years much more than the call from her tutor later that summer to tell her she had got her first.

So now the family was gathered again. Henty had once called it the ‘golden thread’, the glittering fibre that encircled them all and bound them together, these Taylors. Jeremy had scoffed at this whimsy when he first overheard the nanny explaining it to the older children at bedtime, but he was secretly pleased. All his work, the mountain he had climbed to provide for them all and raise them as healthy and mostly happy, was vindicated in that phrase coined by a childless middle-aged woman from the Black Country with a gift for sentimental observation.

His father might have been the leading philologist of his generation and an Oxford luminary but Professor Taylor had died penniless, supported in later life by a modest college pension and the subsidy of his children. Jeremy had built from scratch, determined that Jenny should not have to work or want for anything. Her final posting before they married had been Paris and he had visited her almost every weekend for six months. She had wanted to remain in the diplomatic service, she said, and a woman of her intelligence, two decades later, would have meant it. But Jenny did not mean it. Her decision to marry Jeremy was a decision to withdraw from the fray of telegrams, speech-writing and Foreign Office politics.

When they had met at a Fitzrovia cocktail party she was twenty-three and wanted only to climb the gilded ladder until she was appointed to a big ambassadorship. She spoke of Rome, Bonn, Moscow, Washington, as if these were merely preordained pit-stops that lay between her and the chequered flag of glory. Her unfettered ambition had been one of many things Jeremy had found attractive. She was not like the cool blondes in headscarves with whom he had previously consorted, whose only goal in life was to be heavily subsidised and mistaken for Jean Seberg. Jenny, an immaculate brunette with heels of just the right height, knew she did not have to strain for effect to draw men into her orbit, and she realised from the moment she caught Jeremy’s eye, across a room thick with Gauloise smoke and London chatter, that he was hers for the taking. But, once taken, she also knew he would draw to a close everything she said she wanted that night. The ambassadorship would not be hers, but a life of true contentment, which suddenly seemed to be on offer, might just prove an acceptable alternative.

Jeremy’s career in banking had been in its infancy when they met, but he already exuded the invincibility of a man for whom success was a given. This was not, as it happened, what he felt at all. Raised by a man of supreme intelligence, if not of worldly accomplishment, he doubted his own abilities profoundly. Like his father, he had built his life from books, but felt only self-disgust at the inadequacy of the results. He looked up at the marbled intellectual tower of the professor and felt like a humble outhouse in his shadow. It was only with Jenny’s gentle chiding and encouragement that he grasped how far he could go in the City, and how quickly; that his intellect had practical application, and that his sheer presence as a man gave his cleverness real power. By the age of forty he was a senior partner of a famous investment bank, with a large house in the Boltons and two children at private school. He could indulge himself and his brood, take them on holiday, buy his wife a run-around sports car on a whim. His cloistered upbringing in a semi-detached house on the outskirts of Oxford seemed a dream of many centuries ago, a strange fantasy of golden stone and men padding quietly to libraries across perfectly kept grass.

Unlike her father, Mia was open in her affection for Henty’s idea of the ‘golden thread’. She took to it instantly and grew to love it more and more over the years, nurturing it as if she was its appointed custodian. It seemed to her to conjure all that was simple and true. But, to the precocious teenager she quickly became, it also had satisfying overtones of myth and magic, of Ariadne waiting for Theseus in the labyrinth built by Daedalus, and of the Aeneid’s golden bough. Such thoughts, she knew, struck her father as hopelessly pretentious and just the sort of nonsense that gave an expensive education a bad name; or that, at least, was what he said to her from behind his newspaper. ‘Oh, no, not that again,’ he said on one occasion, when Mia, back from school, had drawn these allusions at supper. ‘You’ll give Henty the idea that she’s a classicist.’ But Mia could see that his official intolerance of her literary whimsy did not outweigh his pleasure at the myth growing round the nanny’s idea that something rich and strange bound the Taylors together and warded off evil.

Mia was also smart enough to see that affluence played a part in that. Her father was a man of considerable wealth by the time she was old enough to grasp what that really meant – to understand that not everyone lived in the same comfort or made the same assumptions as she did. School had given her a dim sense that the life of the Taylors was not the life of all: the scholarship girls dressed a little differently, spoke a little differently, boasted less about where they had been on holiday. But it was only at Oxford that she had understood fully what privilege was, and that she was its beneficiary. She understood this not from what people said, but from what they did not; from the minor irritation she could generate in some of her fellow undergraduates simply by saying where she lived or where she had been to school. ‘Christ, listen to yourself, darling – all you talk about is the things you own,’ one fellow fresher, with purple streaks in her hair and many badges on her jacket, had said to Mia in her first term as she babbled nervously about her life at some society open evening or other. Never before had she realised that her very countenance, and the good fortune it communicated, could be a provocation. On the other side, an earnest man in John Lennon spectacles had declared to her, without invitation or explanation, that Max Weber was ‘primarily a dialectician’. He had tried to ply her with warm Blue Nun as she recovered speechlessly from the girl’s attack. Mia had felt, for the first time, a true impostor, lonely in a way she had never before encountered.

And yet she knew that there was more to the Taylors’ strength than money. Her parents had built something in their years together, an anvil on which they had forged their family, and they had done so with more than material wealth. This was not the work of sentimentality, she had realised over time, but of ferocity. Jeremy and Jenny Taylor had protected and nurtured their four children with teeth bared at the world, determined that no deliberate harm or random misfortune should come their way. Now they were all adults, or at least trying to be. But that had not diminished her parents’ instinct to scar savagely any creature who came near their young. Claude Silberman had never stood a chance.

By now the six Taylors were feasting happily, their conversation subdued for a while as they ate the birthday lunch that – as a direct consequence of Miles Anderton’s political ambition – had become a birthday tea. Caitlin and Lara squabbled in their monosyllabic private language over who had had more caviar, and whether quiche was more calorific than pizza. Ben got mustard on his white cotton shirt and swore with a lack of restraint so total that even his mother laughed. The Burgundy, cool and smooth, wove the early evening together and bred affability. The croquet was forgotten as the light deteriorated. Beyond the copse, the ochre games pitch was now deserted, the last sleeping sunbather having awoken and marched off in his socks and sandals as if to a business appointment. Although the park stayed open till nine, there were few people left within its boundaries now and, as day drew to a lazy close, it began to seem less like a public space, a place to observe and coexist with other people, and more like a private realm, an enchanted family fiefdom. The breeze brushed at the surface of the water and caused the greenery of the rhododendrons nearby to shiver. But it was still warm.

‘So are we really going back to yours, then?’ Caitlin asked Ben.

‘Yes, Cai, and don’t sound as if you’re visiting the poor relations and doing them a great favour. It was a bloody expensive house and I’ve spent a mint tarting it up.’

‘Well, it’s still miles from anywhere.’

‘No, it’s miles from Hammersmith and Fulham and that funny little comfort zone where you and your airhead friends insist on living. It’s got five bedrooms, and a drawing room bigger than the whole of your flat.’

‘So what’s the plan, exactly, Benj?’ asked Mia. ‘What have you planned for the midnight hour when you officially become an old bastard?’

‘Finish up here, then back to the loveshack. We can have a late supper, then toast my bus pass at midnight. I’ve laid in a few bottles of decent fizz that even Dad might deign to drink.’

Ben’s house was a cause of deep fascination and some suspicion in his family. Mia, who lived in a split-level flat in Islington, understood why he had moved so far east: as a smart investment, of course, but primarily to signal his distinctiveness. His financial-services business – whatever that meant, exactly – was diversifying fast and he was doing well, perhaps even better than he had yet let on. He had prospered during his years in the City, constantly running into men who knew his father and smiled upon him, but somewhere down the line managed to find the backers and the nerve to go it alone. A little venture capital – did she detect the hand of Claude and a late-night deal with a half-cut contact? – had started him up in his new trade and he was already succeeding. The house was a declaration of friendly independence from his past, and his plans for the night he turned thirty were an integral part of that: he wanted his family to see what he had done on his own and for them to celebrate that, as much as his passage into full adulthood and the commonwealth of the self-sufficient. But the other four Taylors felt he was either being purely perverse or mysteriously ingenious in moving out of their geographical orbit.

Jeremy had got lost twice on the long journey from the Boltons and was worried now that he should have driven the six-year-old Volvo rather than the newer Bentley. Parked beyond the railings, it stood out among the second-hand BMWs and battered Golfs, a conspicuous totem of real wealth amid the spoils of mere aspiration. ‘I don’t know,’ said Jeremy. ‘In the East End after dark. It all sounds very dangerous.’

Ben rose only partially to the bait. ‘Don’t worry, Dad. You can go home with a police escort after you’ve drunk my health at midnight. You’ll be back in a civilised postcode before you know it. And I promise not to drag you back until I’m forty.’

‘That’s a relief,’ said Jenny. ‘It means I don’t have to worry about your father ripping out pages from the AZ and swearing like a navvy for another decade.’ She was amused by Ben’s little plan, curious too to see how he had refurbished the house and whether there would be any tell-tale signs of a woman in his life. His flat in Primrose Hill had been almost comically that of a bachelor, combining the outward signs of disposable income – gadgets, expensive sofas, a new kitchen – with an ingrained squalor that defied the power of money to shift grime. Relieved at last of his eighteen-hour days in the City, and suddenly flush with cash, Ben had begun to understand the notion of home and had even talked to her about his burgeoning interest in the art market and the local galleries he had started to frequent. In his stained shirt, chinos and deck shoes, he still looked like the teenager who had confessed all his anxieties to her and cried in her arms more often than she would ever have told the others. But he was no longer that teenager, she knew. Of the others, Jenny understood that only Mia grasped how Ben had moved on in the past year in the most profound ways, and that his benign purpose that evening was to take his loved ones on a tour of his new world and seek their approval. It pleased her that, like Jeremy, he had chosen his own path, albeit one about which she knew much less and could never be fully certain.

Mia bit her nails and wondered how to broach the matter with Ben. He would be angry, she knew, but if she waited much longer he would be furious. She had thought of coming clean when she had called earlier but could tell that he was disappointed enough that she would be late. Her plans for the latter half of the evening would compound that disappointment. But she hoped that if she got it out of her system now, he could be brought round and would not throw what the twins called a ‘Big Ben’. These tantrums, of which she had almost three decades’ experience, were to be avoided if at all possible, if only because it usually took her brother several days to revert to normality. Such an outcome was unthinkable on a night like this. She could not be responsible for ruining the afterglow of the picnic, the present-giving and the toasts.

‘Benj,’ she said. ‘Benj.’ Her father and mother were arguing about where the car was parked and the twins were trying to make a conspiratorial call on Lara’s mobile. It was as good a moment as she was going to get.

‘What?’

‘There’s something I didn’t mention when I phoned earlier. Please don’t be cross. Please. I have to go quickly––’

‘Go? Bloody hell, Mi, you’ve only just arrived.’

‘I know.’

‘What about the house? And the toast?’

‘I’ll be there. I have to run an errand first.’

‘An errand. What is it about you and Saturday nights? Don’t people at Robinson ever go off duty? Or is it choosing Milesy’s underwear for him?’ He pushed aside his plate.

Even in the fading light she could see that his eyes were already gleaming with bitter exasperation.

‘It’s not work.’

‘Not work?’ Somehow, illogically, this made a difference, perhaps because it was so surprising.

‘Well, not really. Oh, come on, Benj. You know what’s going on.’

‘It is Miles.’

‘Of course it’s bloody Miles. I have to pick him up from the airport and give him his notes. He’s in Frankfurt today and––’

‘Nice earrings, by the way.’

‘Fuck off.’ She grinned. ‘Am I making a complete fool of myself?’

‘No. Yes. I don’t know. Does he like you as much as you like him?’

‘God knows. I do like him. I wish I didn’t sometimes. It’s very unprofessional. But I do. And I have to pick him up from the bloody airport tonight.’

Ben laughed, then put his hand to his mouth, realising that she was not ready to make this disclosure to the full tribal council of the Taylors. ‘Look, you are a complete nightmare. I don’t see why you can’t work for somebody without jumping into bed with them but––’

‘Low blow, birthday boy.’

‘Joke. Sorry. Anyway, I forgive you. Thousands wouldn’t. And listen, Mi, just bring him along. There’s no point in going to pick up Milesy then dumping him at Arrivals. Bring him with you for the toast.’ He caught her eye and guessed that she already had invited him and was in agony as a result.

Mia had indeed already asked Miles to the late-night drinks one afternoon in bed when they were supposed to be in his office at the Commons working on a speech. Jean, his secretary, had called him three times to ask where he was and when he was planning to return. Mia’s exuberance had got the better of her, and he had agreed lazily to come with her to Ben’s party, quite oblivious of the honour she was paying him and the risk she was taking. She had even forced him to write the address and time in his private diary, and found his amusement at her excitement vaguely demeaning. She could have kissed Ben for detecting what she was really saying, and for letting her off the hook so elegantly. She went through the motions, even so. ‘What will Mum and Dad say? They think I’m still in love with Claude. I’m not sure they’re ready for an intolerably pushy MP at a Taylor family gathering.’

‘Leave it to me. I was singing his praises earlier. When you’re gone, I’ll say I insisted. And if they make a fuss, I’ll say it’s my house and my birthday. Which happens to be true.’ He rolled over in the grass with an air of self-satisfaction, having turned his sister’s annoying revelation into an opportunity to assert himself.

Their giggling conspiracy invited attention. ‘Too much champagne, children?’ said Jenny.

‘Pathetic,’ said Jeremy. ‘When I was your age I could drink three bottles of champagne and still sit an exam.’

‘Bollocks of the highest order,’ said Ben. ‘When you were my age you slept in your office and fell over when you had more than a glass of Tio Pepe. You were never a hard man of rock’n’roll, Dad.’

‘True, sadly,’ said Jenny, running her fingers through her husband’s hair. ‘You were very well behaved.’

‘Well, I don’t know. I struck myself as pretty wild, actually.’

‘Mi was just saying she’s got to run an errand,’ said Ben. ‘Work, of course. Typical Mi. But she’ll be back for the toasts and – dare I presume – the presents.’

‘Oh, Mi,’ said Caitlin. ‘Not a-bloody-gain.’

‘Can’t it wait, darling?’ said their mother. ‘Just this once? We never see you. Can’t you put it off just this once?’ Jeremy made no attempt to conceal his frustration. He said nothing, but Mia knew he thought she was behaving badly by the way he examined his striped cuffs and his watch.

Her mouth was dry. ‘Look, I have to go, there’s no way round it. But I’ll be back for the festivities. I promise.’

‘Well,’ said Jenny, who was starting to pack up, ‘see you are, my dear. It’s not every day that your brother turns thirty and not every day that we all get together like this.’

There was a sharpness in her words that Mia immediately recognised. It was the frost of acquiescence in something deeply undesirable, grafted on to a warning that her daughter had better make good her promise. To miss the midnight toast would now be considered a serious offence.

The matter settled, or at least frozen in a truce, the Taylors set about dismantling the little haven of their afternoon. Dirty cutlery was returned to its canteen, plates cleared and stacked, blankets folded, leftovers put in plastic bags. Ben and the twins carried the many empty bottles over to the nearest bin while Mia and Jeremy uprooted the croquet hoops and stake and collected the balls. By now the light had almost gone and the park had fallen completely quiet. Across from the copse, the terraced houses were lit up and the pub a throng of activity. The late-afternoon crowd, making their first pit-stop of the evening, had been replaced by those who would stay till closing time, drinking real ale and spritzers. Cars sped by. Mia looked at her watch and knew that she must catch a cab soon or end up displeasing everybody. She had no idea whether she would be returning alone, but she was determined that she would return, in time to give her brother the cuff-links on which she had spent a week’s wages.

‘I’m off,’ she said. ‘See you all in a little bit.’

‘All right, darling,’ said Jenny. ‘Be back soon.’

Leaving the rest of her family to their tasks, Mia Taylor turned round and began to walk towards the park gates. It was brisk suddenly and she put her jacket on as she made her way to the two tall Victorian lamps that marked the entrance. Only now did she notice how wrecked and squalid the bandstand was, apparently a home for tramps, its boards broken and what remained of the platform a maze of smashed bottles. No music had been played in its pavilion for many years. On one of its steps an old man in a grey gabardine coat talked to himself and swigged from a brown-paper bag. His beard was flecked with spittle and booze. He sensed her tension as she walked past and shouted: ‘Good evening to you, darlin’!’ She quickened her pace and headed towards the light.

Out on the road, she waited on the corner of a roundabout for a cab. She was near enough to the pub now to make out the faces of the drinkers at its outside tables and to catch snatches of their conversation: the arguments over trivia, which marked such evenings, and the high-pitched laughter of women being plied with drink by optimistic males. Suddenly, she wished she did not have to go and meet Miles, wished she could turn round and spend the evening unbroken with her family, wished that she did not have a gift for making things more complicated than they need be. Miles, Miles, Miles: who was she trying to fool that she and Miles could make a go of it? She felt a stab of guilt, too, that she was even contemplating such an interlude in so carefully choreographed and long-planned a celebration merely to indulge the ego of a man who had no inkling of its tribal significance. She remembered, too, the tone of her mother’s voice and the thinness of the ice on to which she was now careering. If his flight was late, she was done for. If he was too tired to come back with her, she was done for. And if he decided to join the party after all, she was probably done for too. Who did she think she was, bringing an outsider into such a gathering?

On the horizon, an amber light was growing slowly in size. With the reflex of a native Londoner, she had lifted her arm before she realised it. A few seconds passed, then the driver flashed his headlights. This was a relief. She would make it in time to pick up Miles and the rest would have to sort itself out. The cab drew up and she gave instructions to the driver before tugging on the door, which was stuck. She tried again and it clicked open. Mia clambered in, set down her briefcase and smoothed her hair. She breathed a sigh of minor affliction. This was proving a stressful day and she wanted to negotiate its final complexity as quickly as she could. The cab drove off, and she looked out of the window at the Bentley as she passed. Her family had not yet packed the car and must still be in the copse, probably talking about her abrupt departure and her hopeless performance. Well, nothing she could do now. She had made her peace with Ben, which was what mattered most.

Behind her, she thought she heard a car backfire or a flock of birds rise as one in a sudden burst from the surface of the water. But when she looked round there was nothing.


Part Two


I

The boxes were now as she wanted them. Or, at least, she was fairly sure they were. The spells of rain overnight and the forbidding skies meant that she had had to shove the three of them out of harm’s way into the arched porchway of the shop. But that was not what worried her. What mattered was that the contents of each box should be precisely right, that the act of distribution she had, she hoped, completed, was correct in every detail. Whatever Sylvia said, it was the most important moment of the day for her.

Each box had a large white label, with a price neatly written in black marker-pen: 15p, 50p or one pound. The one-pound box was the easiest. This was the home of proper books, novels by authors you would have heard of, mainstream non-fiction, airport bestsellers and so on. On the top of the pile was a battered John Grisham, with a biography of Don Bradman, a history of Europe and a Malcolm Lowry just below. These had all been shoo-ins for the top box, and would all, she was confident, sell within two days. There was a brisk turnover of the one-pound books. The box was the gentrified, legitimate end of the shop’s literary wares, and passers-by turned to it first, knowing that, as likely as not, it would contain a bargain.

It was her rule that a book not sold from the one-pound box in a week had been the victim of miscategorisation and must be relegated. In her time at the shop, she had already learned that you could never be sure. She had once put a Lark Rise to Candleford into the top box, sure that it would shift quickly, and watched its pages flutter sadly for days. After a fortnight, she had given in and banished it to the 50p category. It had been snapped up by lunchtime, proving to her that the invisible hand of the free market operated even in a Mile End alternative health centre.

But these errors were few and far between. The really tricky calls concerned the division between the 15p and 50p boxes. Once you had got beyond the commercial, the respectable or the mildly diverting, you were left with different grades of literary junk. The question was: good junk, or bad junk? Good junk could be sold for 50p: out-of-date textbooks, obscure novels, Barbara Cartlands, quiz books. But try putting bad junk into the 50p box. That was when the system fell apart. A 1954 book on the maintenance of car bodywork, for instance, would not sell in the middle box. For 15p, on the other hand, it might just find a home. A collection of Harold Wilson’s speeches might look like a natural for the 50p box. But by the time it came in, she was experienced enough to know that it was 15p or nothing for Harold. A politician’s words from forty years ago could expect no mercy from the eccentric laws of supply and demand she had observed in the behaviour of East End pedestrians.

The sheer curiosity value of this price tag – how could a book be so cheap and still be a book? – made people rummage through the lowest-priced box with a mixture of sadistic fascination and sentimentality. These were the runts of the book world, blinking and clawing their way from the box, craving love and care against the odds. And many of them did indeed defy probability and find buyers. A 1974 Bay City Rollers Annual, with ‘This Belongs too Jacky!’ in huge biro scrawl on its cover, had spent six weeks in the 15p box. Twice, Sylvia asked her to put it out of its misery, and she had been on the point of giving in to this demand when, on a memorable Thursday afternoon, a very tall black man in a Rasta hat, with the rolling eyes she had grown to realise were the badge of habitual drug use, came in and spent an hour examining the book. He had turned its pages and scrutinised the pictures with truly compelling devotion, occasionally stroking its cracked binding as if handling a preciously illuminated Book of Hours. It had been impossible not to watch him, in his long woollen coat and fingerless mittens, although she was careful not to be caught doing so. At the end of his inspection, she assumed he would drift off into the darkening afternoon: he was not a regular, and she did not recognise him from the half-way houses or hostels in the area. Instead, with a gait that was almost noble in its deliberation, he had approached the desk and, without saying a word, counted out 15p in coppers, handed them over to her and waited for her to put his new treasure into a paper bag. He had nodded, turned silently and left the shop. She had never seen him – or the Bay City Rollers annual – again. But she had often recounted the incident as proof that the 15p box was more than a stopover on the way to the incinerator: it was also a sanctuary for literary lost causes, many of which were saved for reasons that remained unfathomable.

The boxes were in place, then, as Sylvia arrived. She was, as ever, carrying a variety of plastic bags, sweating in the way peculiar to those who take more than one bus a day, and evidently in a filthy temper.

‘Oh, Christ, Chels,’ she said, looking down at her deputy manager and her boxes. ‘You really never stop, do you?’

‘It’s important. A pound here, fifty p there. It pays for … well, little things about the place. Indulge me.’

‘You’re deranged. People who come in here don’t give a toss about books. They want the secret of life, poor sods, not an improving novel.’ She dumped one of the bags, which appeared to contain vegetables, and carried the others, whose contents remained mysterious, into the shop.

Sylvia’s own literary tastes were well known around the Echinacea Centre. The books that occasionally tumbled from her many bags had either very short or very long titles. One week, she would be seen flicking through a slim volume called Bliss or Extreme Calm. The next, one of the staff or the teachers from upstairs would find a book on the desk entitled something like: Unhappiness? That’s a Word Other People Use, and You Never Will Again! A Hundred Tested Tips for Tranquility from America’s Leading Counselors. It was an observable rule that Sylvia derived from these books precisely the opposite of whatever they promised. Her consternation while reading Extreme Calm, for instance, had been almost palpable, and sometimes audible (‘That’s so bloody irritating! I mean, really …’). For this reason, she tended not to get far into these fuchsia-coloured volumes retailing eastern wisdom for troubled western readers, or the brightly striped American books that looked like business manuals. Several had ended up tossed into the very boxes she was now mocking: Stop Fretting and Start Cooking had gone for 50p within two days.

The manager of the Echinacea Centre shuffled past her deputy, who was still crouched over the books. She shook her head, smiling at the orderliness of the boxes, so much at odds – counter-cultural, even – in the chaotic setting of the shop. It was a constant struggle between the two of them and had been in nearly three years together. But Sylvia prevailed in most of these skirmishes. The shop might have a proper stock-taking procedure now, legible books for the accountants and some sort of staff rota, but the display itself was a riot of militant Bohemianism.

Whether or not this was good for business – most of the Centre’s trendy young users sniffed at the disarray downstairs – it was how Sylvia wanted it. The aromatic oils, tapes, hypnotherapy CDs, African sculpture, second-hand clothes, radical magazines, yoga mats, strange headgear, candles, shawls, posters, soaps, booklets and postcards were all there to be found if you took the trouble. And she wanted her customers to take the trouble. She insisted, in fact. ‘This isn’t the Body Shop, you know,’ Sylvia would say, when asked to explain. The shop, she said, in her more pretentious moments, was the retail equivalent of the cover of Sgt. Pepper: a rich montage of goods where the customer had to look to find what was on offer. Challenged to locate a particular item – a box of dandelion coffee, for example – Sylvia would explain that this was not the point. If a customer really wanted something, she would find it. The shop was a tribute to her life, and all its accretions. And so, as her staff often observed, a small part of the seventies lived on, untroubled by the eighties, let alone the new century, in this quiet corner of E2.
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