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Then I go backwards into love,


foot behind.


‘Tango’, Robert Seatter
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So, this is how the day begins.


A man is running across the concourse at Paddington Station. He is obviously late for something. Maybe he caught the eight sixteen instead of the eight ten from somewhere and so is hurrying towards the steps of the Underground, his suit jacket flapping like wings, his briefcase knocking against his thigh. At the moment he skirts the noticeboard alerting passengers to the fact that skating and cycling are forbidden and that thieves operate in this area, the girl, who is actually an art student from the University of Greenwich trying to earn some extra cash, and who is dressed, much to her distress, like something out of a Thomas Hardy novel, turns abruptly to walk back to the gazebo that bears the name of the company who have decided to give out free yogurts on this March morning, thus bumping into the man, causing the tray she’s carrying to crash to the floor, the man to shout, ‘Oh!’ and Fern Cole to look back over her shoulder, one foot poised at the top of the escalator on her way down to the Circle and District Lines.


It is at this moment, this particular, tiny, breathless, coin-edge moment, that Fern sees the man she used to love standing on the far side of the station under the departure boards, gazing in her direction.


Fern’s decision now is whether to lift her foot, turn and walk towards him while conjuring up something debonair and sophisticated to say; something like, ‘My goodness, Elliott, how wonderful to see you,’ and proffering her cheek in a way she’s studied during long afternoons at the hairdressers’ flicking through the society pages of magazines, or whether she should carry on down to the Tube, get her train to Victoria, meet Juliet, pretend she hasn’t seen him.


Would it be better if she swiped her Oyster card over the sensor at the barrier, strode purposefully along the corridor, pretended to look at the advertisements on the walls? After all, she’s managed not to remember him quite successfully over the past twenty-five years, hasn’t she?


But she has time to walk across the station to where he is standing; she’s not due to meet Jules at Victoria for another hour. It’s just how the trains worked out; Fern’s from Reading, Jules’s from Kent, then their plan to take the District Line out to Chiswick. How odd, she thinks, as she looks down at her boots – they’re new and still slightly too tight – that the studio changed the date of their pottery class to today. If it had been last Tuesday as planned, she wouldn’t be here now like this, in this state of limbo, faced with this decision. On any other day she wouldn’t be here now, like this.


It’s a decision she doesn’t want to have to make. She had woken that morning nestled in the certainties of her life: Jack’s steady breathing next to her, the shape he made in their bed, the knowledge that when the alarm sounded he would stretch to turn it off, then reach out and rest his hand lightly on her hip. This was familiar and right. It is what she had chosen.


Later, when he’d left for work he’d touched her arm as she stood by the sink rinsing out a milk bottle. ‘I won’t be late tonight, I shouldn’t think,’ he’d said.


‘Oh, OK,’ she’d replied, turning quickly to smile at him. She didn’t need to study his face; its features were printed on to the back of her eyes.


‘Hope you have a good day,’ he added, hesitating by the door.


She knew he was trying to remember what she was going to do today but that it wouldn’t matter if he didn’t. She would tell him about it later. They would be OK anyway.


‘Thanks,’ she called out happily to him as he closed the front door. Waiting in the quiet that followed, she heard him start the car, heard its distant purr and the sound of him reversing it out of the drive. She put the milk bottle on the draining board and dried her hands. She did not feel his absence because he was still everywhere.


Now, at the station, Fern considers what to do. She knows that her sons, whatever they are doing, do not think of her as she does of them and that this is as it should be. They don’t seem to carry with them the same kind of inbuilt barometer she has grafted just under her skin; the thing that seems to allow her to sense how they are across the miles that now separate them. It’s as though she has a slide show in her head which plays constantly: pictures of them running, the soundtrack of their laughter, the shapes they too make in her life. They wouldn’t mind her saying hello to an old friend on her way to meet Jules; it wouldn’t mean anything to them. It shouldn’t mean anything to her either and it wouldn’t matter to Jack. They all had enough together anyway; this would not threaten anything.


So, she unpauses her foot from its position hovering over the top of the escalator and swings around saying, ‘I’m sorry,’ as she dodges a cross-looking woman in a bright red coat who’s bearing down on her. The woman’s hair has been badly dyed a shade of stale copper that clashes with her coat and makes her look somewhat bilious.


Crossing the concourse towards where Elliott is standing, Fern feels a bit like an iron filing being pulled towards a magnet. She’s curious, she admits, and in the face of this curiosity the certainties that underpin her life seem momentarily to wobble. This she hadn’t expected.


It also seems as though the air is heavier than normal here this morning. It is, she knows, always a little strange, as though someone purposely pipes in a supply of made-up air: recycled and grainy, falsely warm. Paddington is, to her, a halfway place. No one ever stays here; it’s a destination or a starting point, a place for greetings, farewells and passing through. And now the new platforms have been unmasked, making it vast and much, much lighter, the station has even more of a temporary feel; everyone owns it and no one does. It is, Fern thinks, as she makes her way to the departure boards and Elliott, the perfect place for this moment; one she has to admit she’s only very occasionally imagined in the tiny silent spaces that have sprung up in amongst the wonders of her life with Jack and the boys.


Elliott keeps shifting his feet and looking impatiently at the screens as if willing his platform to be announced, and Fern wonders if he has, in fact, seen her and is trying to get away quickly so he can avoid her. Perhaps he doesn’t want to be reminded, however obliquely, of what passed between them; how once upon a time he had lain on her, she had wound her legs around him and he’d kissed the soft skin on her neck, made promises he didn’t keep.


These are not good thoughts, she tells herself and notices instead that, from this distance at least, it seems that he hasn’t changed much; he’s still tall, still broad, and this she finds oddly comforting.


His hair, peppered only a little with grey, has been swept back from his face with the same unselfconscious gesture he used as a young man and, for a second, as she risks looking away from him to the card displays outside Funky Pigeon, she wonders who it’s been who has seen him do this during all the years between then and now and, unexpectedly, feels an absurd surge of jealousy course through her; an unwelcome sense of exasperation at all the unknowing that now separates them. She has no right to feel this, no right at all.


With about twenty paces to go, she catches a scent that, for some reason she can’t explain, reminds her of Jack. It’s a sweet, meaty smell, like closeness under the covers and the lingering odour of Tube trains that clings to his shirts as she sorts them for the wash. If she’s going to stop, it should be now. Jack is, after all, a good man. Doesn’t she owe it to him to leave the past alone?


She imagines their conversation over dinner that evening. ‘Oh, by the way,’ she’ll say, ‘guess who I saw at Paddington this morning?’


Looking across the table at her, he’ll say easily, ‘No idea. Who?’


‘Oh, just an old friend from uni. Made me realise how long ago it all was!’


And she will laugh as she says this and take a sip of wine and the certainties would settle around her again and she would be safe.


With this image of Jack in her head, Fern hesitates, pretending to look for something in her handbag. Her breathing is stupidly heavy and she feels a prickle of sweat under the collar of her coat. Suddenly she wonders where the youth and beauty have gone. She is aware that a boy about her son’s age with ragged hair and frayed, low-slung jeans is bounding by in front of her, a guitar slung effortlessly on his back, a glow of confidence and joy around him like a Ready Brek shield. Watching him go, she looks back in her bag, moves her purse, finds her lipstick, touches its smooth shiny case and then feels a hand on her arm. She looks up.


‘My God, Fern?’ It’s Elliott. He’s there. He is smiling at her.


‘You!’ is all Fern can say in reply, the lipstick still clasped in her fist.


‘What are you doing here?’ His smile is like a smile a parent might give to a child who has just got top marks in a maths test. This makes her angry for some reason. How dare he stand there, look at her that way!


‘Just a day out. Meeting a friend.’ She waves the lipstick in the direction of the Tube. ‘I was –’ she pauses, putting the lipstick in her pocket and wondering how to explain why she’s heading in the wrong direction, away from the Tube – ‘going over there.’ She points to the Ladies’ sign, hopes she’s said it with enough bravura to appear as young and carefree as she likes to think she once was, and not the middle-aged woman with a family, mortgage and cat that she is now. Not that this should matter, though, it is who she is after all, isn’t it? ‘What about you? Where are you going?’ she asks, instinctively looking up at the screens as if trying to divine which train he is planning on catching.


‘On my way to Wales,’ he says, not offering any further information, which Fern resents immediately, thinking that after all they once meant to one another and how much it has cost her to have made the journey across the station towards him, albeit one he doesn’t yet know she made because of him, he owes her a fuller explanation than this.


‘Oh, Wales.’ He’s going home then, back to visit his parents, back to the house where he’d taken her, where they’d made slow, quiet love in front of a damped-down coal fire after everyone had gone to bed and only the house’s night-time clicks and stretches had kept them company. ‘Where’ve you come from?’ she asks, purposefully keeping her voice light, a little peal of self-conscious laughter on the rim of it.


‘Hastings. I’m based there now.’


The way he says this makes it sound like a military posting, not a home, and she can’t tell from his tone whether this ‘base’ means a family house, with a white gate, a sit-on lawnmower and a dog, probably a Labrador cross; or a bachelor pad in the city with frosted glass doors and thick cream rugs. The unwanted bubble of resentment in her chest grows larger.


‘How are you? What’s your news?’ He asks these questions like an interviewer would, and for a second she sees them on either side of a small coffee table, both in black leather chairs, him in a sharp grey suit and her in some floaty film-star number. In this picture he leans towards her conspiratorially, and she is Emma Thompson and he is Michael Parkinson and they know they are playing Let’s pretend and that it doesn’t matter.


But how can she really answer him? How can she summarise all the years, the weeks, the moments that are hovering between them now? Should she tell him that yesterday had been a caramel-soft spring day, that she’d bent slowly over the acers in her garden and seen their leaves unfurling like the tiny hands of newborn babies? Should she describe how Jack had touched her arm this morning before he left for work; how he’d smelled of toothpaste and how she’d watched him walk across the kitchen, his shirt tucked into his trousers, and she’d remembered how she’d smoothed it flat before ironing it last Sunday? And then, what about her sons? How can she describe the connection she has with them, how she drinks in the beauty of them, experiences sheer, sharp moments of panic that something dreadful might happen to them? No, she can’t tell him any of this, so instead she says, ‘I’m fine, thank you. Really well.’


‘You look well,’ he offers.


But she doesn’t, not compared to before, when she was stretched out on their bed in Turkey, covered in nothing but a leather jacket and a tan. Now she feels smaller, fatter, with a neck that rightly belongs to her grandmother.


She makes a harrrumph noise, scrabbles her mind back to something tangible, something she can hold on to. She returns her lipstick from her pocket to her bag. Her hand feels strangely empty without it. ‘Hastings?’ she asks. ‘How long have you lived there?’


The crowd around them ebbs and flows like in movies where the central characters remain frozen and the action around them is speeded up. To Fern it seems that the minutes are hurtling and crawling; both rushing and creeping towards a deadline she didn’t know she would have to meet, a decision she wasn’t expecting to have to make, certainly not today, maybe not ever.


‘Look …’ he says, not answering her question but checking his phone instead, picking it out of his pocket with a practised move. His hands still have the same sturdiness they had before and unbidden comes the memory of the time she’d tried to get a splinter out of his thumb and how he’d flinched like a child and then how he’d brushed his free hand across her nipples and how they’d put off getting the splinter out until afterwards. ‘Look, would you have time for a coffee? It seems silly just standing here. If you’re not in a rush, I mean,’ he says.


She has, she realises, blushed at this memory.


Surely she has to be in a rush; it’s the only way to be, Fern thinks. Surely, these days, everyone has to be busy and occupied, each minute filled to the brim with satisfying things? This is how her life with Jack has been up till now. But not this morning. Today Fern has an extra half-hour, one she was going to spend reading her book on one of the benches in the alcoves on the Circle Line platform. She was going to watch the pigeons bob by and make up stories about the people waiting for their trains. She was going to catch her train to Victoria, where she would meet Jules and they would hug each other and settle into their seats and travel to Chiswick, the tops of their arms touching. Of course, she could have driven to Chiswick, but she and Jules were bound to drink wine later and it would be difficult to find somewhere to park and this way she’d have more time with Jules. This is what she really wanted; their times together recently have been so slight and fleeting.


She answers Elliott, ‘That would be nice. If you’re sure you have time. What time’s your train?’


‘Oh, I can get the next one. I’m not on a strict timetable today.’


Again he doesn’t give any details and for this Fern is now relieved. If he had it would seem like she would now know too much, have got too close, and this wouldn’t be allowed, not now, not after everything. But as he says, ‘Come on then, let’s go over there, shall we?’ and points to the Sloe Bar up the escalator next to WH Smith’s, she wonders what would have happened in Brief Encounter if Trevor Howard had said, ‘Darling, don’t worry. I’ll get the next train,’ and that this one gesture, this small delay had given them time to change their minds. Would Celia still have gone back home and sat by the fire and finished the piece of sewing she’d been working on? Would Trevor have stayed in England? Would Celia have left her family for him eventually?


Fern and Elliott walk in silence and she remembers other walks, like their first around the lake on campus. How little they’d known then! And then that final time when they hadn’t walked but she’d run out of the room and he’d followed, tried to talk to her, failed.


She hasn’t thought about that day for years, but now realises that the pain of it, the weight of ‘what if’ has never really gone away. Maybe it’s just been covered over, repaired almost but not quite. Underneath, it is still pink, healthy and gently stinging. This is a shock, an unwelcome shock, and Fern wishes hard that it would go away.


‘Here we are,’ Elliott says, standing back and letting her get on the escalator first. He steps on after her and she can feel the heat of his eyes on her back. She wishes she’d worn something else now; not this old thing, but something a little bohemian, arty. The instructions from the studio had said comfortable clothing, something she wouldn’t mind getting splattered with clay, but they’d also said overalls would be provided, so she’s wearing jeans, her purple jumper, sensible – if rather tight – boots. At least she’d done her hair and make-up and, in a concession to the fact that she and Jules were going to Chiswick she’d put on some jewellery, but not a ring on her wedding finger of course, she rarely wears one there these days; she doesn’t seem to need to; Jack’s like her own fingerprint now, bedded so deep down as to be immovable.


They find a table on the mezzanine level; Elliott sits facing the back of the station, she’s facing the front. At the table next to them is a man tapping at the keys on his laptop. Fern is curious about what he’s writing, wishes he would look up, smile and say, ‘Hey, come and read this; would love to know your thoughts.’ But he doesn’t, and all she sees is the top of his head, the ceiling lights bouncing off his bald patch. She looks across at Elliott and smiles, or at least she thinks she does, she’s not quite sure whether she has any real control over her facial muscles at all. What is she doing here? How has the course of this day changed so much, so quickly?


‘Right,’ he says, ‘what would you like?’ He picks up the menu and scrutinises it.


‘A latte, please,’ Fern says, rummaging in her bag to pick out her phone. ‘Look, do you mind if I just text someone? It’s fine, really. I’m fine for time. Just want to let them know, that’s all.’


Why did she say ‘them’, not ‘her’? Was it an instinctive thing, self-defence maybe? Maybe it was because it’s Jules; would she have said anything different if it had been anyone other than her? Or maybe it’s because the greater part of her still wants to stay mysterious and detached, while only a small bit of her wants to put her hand on his, say, ‘Look, let’s just stop this, shall we? Let’s stop pretending we’re polite strangers who’ve bumped into one another by chance at Paddington Station on a Tuesday in March and just pick up where we left off? You see, Elliott, if I’m honest, and although I didn’t realise it until just now, I’m still bloody furious with you, and actually always have been.’


But of course she doesn’t say any of this; she just says, ‘It’s fine, really. I’m fine for time. Just want to let them know, that’s all,’ and he replies, ‘Sure, go ahead,’ as he waves to a waiter who arrives at their table with an accomplished slide.


‘An Americano and a latte, please,’ Elliott says, pointing a finger at the writing on the menu.


In a host of unchanged things about him, his voice is the least altered. If she closes her eyes, she could be back to when it all started. ‘Yeeees,’ the waiter replies. ‘Any cakes or pastrieees?’ He’s obviously from eastern Europe and his accent is deep and guttural; it makes the skin on the back of Fern’s neck tingle.


Elliott raises a quizzical eyebrow across the table at her and smiles and her heart does a strange bellyflop – she’d always found this particular gesture of his breathtaking. Is that the right word? It sounds a bit of a cliché to her, but how else to describe that sharp, blade-like feeling that stops her breath when she sees the corners of his eyes crinkle again, the slow burn of his smile? It is a look she treasured once, felt a kind of ownership of. She shakes her head. She couldn’t eat anything, doubts she will ever want to eat anything ever again.


Her phone buzzes. Her text to Jules has been sent. ‘Might be a tad late,’ it had said, ‘but c u at Victoria as arranged.’ Fern now has about fifteen minutes before she should go. The waiter glides away.


‘Do you know when your next train is?’ she asks, toying with a sachet of sugar, tapping it against the palm of her hand so that all the sugar falls to one end in a hard lump.


‘I think there’s another one at nine thirty. I’ve got an open ticket, so it doesn’t matter.’


‘How long are you going for?’


‘Not sure. Maybe I’ll come back tonight, maybe tomorrow morning.’


‘How are your parents?’ she asks. To her they are round, busy people with soft lilting voices and kind hearts. They were the first people Fern had ever met who convinced her that love had a chance of lasting. She’d always been too close to her own parents to be able to gauge their relationship properly, but Elliott’s parents, yes, they had been light, laughing people and she’d envied him them.


‘Mum died about five years ago,’ he replies, looking down at his hands as he says this.


‘Oh my God, I’m so sorry,’ she says, the words totally inadequate. There is a pause. The waiter comes with their coffees. He puts them on the table. Elliott picks up his spoon, taps the side of the cup.


‘Heart disease.’ He whispers the words. ‘She kept it from us for ages. Until it was too late really. Not sure –’ he winces – ‘I can ever really forgive her for it.’


Fern has no idea what to say. ‘Your dad,’ she ventures, ‘is he still … ?’


‘He’s not so good actually. That’s why I’m going down there today. He’s in a home now; there are some things I need to sort out at the house. It’s going to be a bit crap, I imagine.’ He laughs a small humourless laugh as he says this.


‘Could no one else go with you? To help, I mean? What about your brother?’ Fern leaves a gap, wants to say, ‘Your wife?’ but doesn’t. Instead she says, ‘What about family?’


‘Dan’s in the States at the moment. He’s got a contract with NBC. Not really something he can leave. I understand that, I don’t mind, really.’


Again he doesn’t mention the presence (or not) of a wife, of children, but their absence is a solid thing; it sits on the table between them, rests its elbows on the rim of their saucers, smiles a little mockingly up at Fern. She wishes she could brush it away. She has no need of it.


‘Anyway,’ Elliott raises himself up, his shoulders filling out his dark green jacket. He stretches his legs. He too is wearing jeans, but his look more like a second skin than hers feel, the hem of the right leg is frayed slightly. Ah, so, she remembers, his left leg is still slightly longer than his right. ‘Anyway,’ he says again, ‘enough about me. What about you? What are your plans today? What’s been happening to you? You still married?’


Still? How does he know she got married? She looks up at him, feels a bolt of impatience burst out from under her ribs. Oh, she thinks, let’s just get this over with, shall we? ‘Yes,’ she says, ‘still married. How did you know?’


‘Dan told me. Piers told him, I think. They’re still friends, you see. Dan told me you’d got married. It was years ago, right? His name’s … Jack, isn’t it? I never knew your new surname though. Dan didn’t tell me that.’


Yes, his name is Jack. He is Jack. He is her husband and he is a good man. She nods. ‘Yes,’ she says, ‘Jack. We live in Reading. He runs his own business managing large construction projects, mostly in London but elsewhere too. We have two sons; they’re both living away from home at the moment. They’re at uni, you see. We also have a cat!’ She laughs out loud when she says this, thinking, Ha! You know everything now; wonders if he sees the irony in what she’s just said, whether he remembers. She picks up her coffee with two hands, not trusting herself to use just one, and takes a sip. It is warm and smooth; it makes her feel like sleeping. She is, she realises suddenly, very, very tired.


As she drinks she wonders if Elliott ever Googled her or searched for her on Facebook. She’s never looked for him but, sitting here now, isn’t sure whether that’s because she had no need to or because she’d been too afraid of what she might find.


And she feels watched, not only now by his grey-green eyes, but always. It’s like she’s carried a camera around with her all these years and this camera’s beamed back pictures to him, showing him her thoughts, her deeds. She shivers.


His mobile rings. He presses a button. ‘Yes?’ His voice is soft, conspiratorial. Fern can hear that it’s a woman at the other end; she can’t catch the words but it’s a light tinny sound; young and breathless. ‘Uh-huh, yes, OK,’ Elliott peppers answers into the stream of words coming from the other end of the line. He raises his eyes to Fern’s and shrugs apologetically. Finally, he says, ‘I’ll call you from the train. When I’ve had a chance to think about my plans. Is that OK? … Right, well, OK. Yes. Goodbye then, love … Yes, speak later.’


He puts the phone down on the table. Fern catches sight of the time. Five minutes to go.


‘My daughter,’ Elliott says. ‘She lives a very complicated life. Everything has to happen now, right this minute. You know the type?’ He laughs self-consciously and brushes his hair back from his face. He doesn’t tell her anything else: not his daughter’s name, nor her mother’s, whether he’s married, to whom. If he is, he’s not wearing a ring; she seems to have noticed this earlier when he was on the other side of the station from her. She’s not sure how this could be.


But, yes, she does know what he means. Her sons, when they’re home, fill the house with their large feet and even larger priorities, but there’s so much about them she doesn’t know; their friendships happen via Facebook and text, not by people ringing the house phone or calling by on their bicycles any more. All she gets are rare insights from them, the occasional hug, and, when they’re not looking at her, she studies the contours of their faces for clues, her mind like fingers exploring them as though they are maps, tracing any shadows of doubt and worry and trying to remember what they’d been like when they were small.


She smiles at Elliott. ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘I know.’ She pauses; her coffee cup is empty, so is his. ‘Look,’ she says, ‘I guess I’d better go, and you’ve got your train to catch. It’s been lovely to see you, really lovely.’ She stands, pushing back her chair. He stands too, coughs, searches in his pockets for change and leaves some in the silver dish with the bill which had appeared without them noticing. Perhaps, Fern thinks, it was when he was taking the call. They’d both been too wrapped up in the same moment then, oblivious obviously.


‘It has,’ he says, ‘been really lovely, and you look … well … you look so well. I’m pleased.’


This last comment makes her angry again. How dare he! How dare he sit in judgement on her, give her a virtual pat on the back for surviving so well without him! However has she done it? she wonders caustically. Against all the odds she’s managed to live a reasonable life, a successful life, after he left her at that street corner and turned back, after he decided not to stay and fight to keep her. It’s bloody marvellous, she thinks. I’ve obviously surprised him!


All she says though is, ‘Thank you,’ and the air is heavy with what’s left unsaid; the sounds from the bar are muffled, someone is announcing that the nine twenty-eight will depart from Platform 3, but their voice is soupy, far away.


‘Can we … can I … ?’ he says. She senses he’s struggling to find the right words. ‘Can we keep in touch? You know, now we’ve met up again. It would be such a shame not to, don’t you think?’


She’s been dreading this. Yes! she wants to shout. Yes, of course we must. But, buried deep at the base of her skull something is tugging: doubt, guilt, the word ‘wrong’. Wouldn’t it be better to let it lie? Keep today as what it should be, just a tiny oasis, a frozen moment, how he’d decided it should be when he left her when they were young. She has no need of him now; she has so much else instead.


‘If you give me your number,’ he’s saying, ‘I’ll text you later, maybe. See what you’re doing this evening or something. Maybe if I come back tonight, we could meet for a drink, finish catching up properly. There’s still so much I don’t know, about you, you know, about what you’ve been doing all this time.’


This is so like the first time, when he’d asked her out; a concert at the students’ union it was. The tone of his voice is exactly the same; it’s just his face is so much older – far wiser, she would hope.


‘Oh, OK,’ she says, not sure if it is OK at all, and she fishes a pen out of her bag, plucks a serviette out of the dispenser on the table and quickly scrawls her number down. She thinks of wrong-numbering him, like they tell you to do in she’s-just-not-that-into-you-type movies, but doesn’t. She’s still curious about him, still wants to try to make him understand. Understand what, she’s not sure, just understand some of what it’s been like, this life she’s lived without him in it. She guesses she also wants, eventually, to be able to sit in judgement on him, give him marks out of ten for the life he’s lived without her in it. She shouldn’t want to do either of these things but it’s like being on a roller coaster; now she’s on, she has no idea how to get off.


‘Thanks,’ he says, folding the serviette and putting it in his pocket.


She readies herself to walk away, can feel the forward momentum of her body, sense the distance already getting larger between them. She can see herself meeting Jules, him getting on his train to Wales, knows this episode is almost over, fears what might come next.


He leans across the table and kisses her lightly on the cheek. ‘It’s been lovely to see you,’ he says. ‘Really lovely. I’ll text you later, OK?’


There is no right answer to this question. Fern hooks her bag over her shoulder, turns and walks away from him. Her face, where he kissed her, is singing quietly. She resists the urge to touch it, doesn’t look back.
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November 1986. ‘Hey,’ Fern said, skipping down the stairs as Jules was walking back into the kitchen.


‘Hey yourself,’ Jules replied, looking back over her shoulder, her hair a tumble of curls. ‘You had a drink yet?’


‘Nah, not yet.’ Fern had to raise her voice above the sweep and beat of A-ha.


Earlier, Fern had stood in her bedroom gazing at the clothes hanging in her wardrobe. She had half an hour before the first people were due to arrive. The house was as ready as it ever could be; the table in the kitchen was piled high with plastic cups, various bottles of spirits and cheap wine, and Jules had scattered bowls of crisps around the lounge. The music was already pumping.


Fern had run her fingers through her dyed cropped hair, picked out a lacy white blouse and a long velvet skirt in a kind of maroon colour and tugged on her DMs. For some reason she couldn’t explain, her skin was singing.


She’d been aware of the pulse of discontent, from the rooms of the other two girls she and Jules shared with. They’d told them about the party but, for some bizarre reason, they’d preferred to stay in than go out. Maybe they’d join them later. Fern kind of hoped they would but would be equally relieved if they didn’t.


The sweet fug of cannabis smoke was already sifting through the air of the house. Jules’s brother, Piers, was sitting on the sofa. He’d been staying for a few days and had brought all sorts of things with him that Fern had never seen before. ‘Whatcha,’ she said to him as she stepped over his large feet.


He mumbled a reply, flicking ash from his joint into an empty lager can balancing on the armrest of the sofa. The ash fizzed as it hit the dregs of liquid at the bottom.


‘Oh,’ he said, as Fern reached the door to the kitchen, ‘I’ve invited a mate I met in Hackney to come along; his name’s Dan. OK? I think he’s got a brother studying here or something.’


‘Sure,’ Fern said, not knowing what else to say. Jules’s brother had always been an enigma to her; he seemed unpredictable – exciting, but dangerous. He shifted in his seat and in the pause between tracks the leather of his jacket creaked.


People arrived in a steady stream and soon the house was full of denim and heat and there was laughter and the thump of music. Fern found herself in the hallway at one point, a glass of warm white wine in her hand, her head reeling and that strange singing of her skin dulled to a steady hum. She was talking to someone but couldn’t really hear properly and then this person must have said, ‘Hey, I fancy another drink. You coming?’ and she followed whoever it was into the kitchen.


At the moment she crossed the threshold she heard someone in the room say something about New Order and another voice answered and then the voices faded as she looked over to the window and the music started up again from the lounge.


It was dark outside and the condensation streaming down the glass made her think of the Santa’s grottoes she’d visited when she’d been small. Swaying slightly, she reached out to hold on to the door frame; she must have drunk more than she’d realised. The movement of her arm, the tiny silence after the New Order discussion, the slither of a pause between tracks must have all happened at the same time, and a boy leaning against the fridge – a boy with grey-green eyes and brown hair, which he was sweeping off his forehead in a seamless gesture with the hand not holding a pint glass – must have chosen that moment to look across the room at her. He smiled and she smiled back.


It was like being drawn in on a piece of elastic, Fern thought as her feet took her across the kitchen. The floor was sticky with spilt drink and she could hear Jules laughing, see her shake out her hair, and then she was standing in front of the boy with the grey-green eyes and he said, ‘Hi, I’m Elliott,’ and she said, ‘Fern, my name’s Fern.’


‘I’m Dan’s brother,’ he added, his voice like warm water, ‘Economics, second year.’ And then he laughed and his face lit up and something in her snapped, her skin began to sing again, more loudly this time, insistently. She had no idea what was happening. She’d never felt anything like this before. Then, ‘Hey,’ he said, ‘do you fancy going somewhere a bit quieter?’


She must have nodded because the next thing she knew she was following him upstairs, driven by instinct and a need she didn’t recognise. She was running on empty. At one point he reached back and took her hand; the touch of him was like electricity. She stumbled and he said, ‘You OK?’ She nodded.


They were in her room; her bed was piled high with coats. Outside she could hear the faint sound of a siren and the pound of the music from downstairs. It was dark and the coats on the bed looked like some sort of slumbering giant. He closed the door and walked over to stand behind her. Then she felt his fingers moving her earring aside and his lips brushing against the skin just under her ear. She shivered.


‘Do you want this?’ he asked, moving to stand in front of her. Still he didn’t hold her, didn’t rest his hands on her.


It felt like she’d travelled a thousand miles, had known this boy for a hundred years. ‘Yes,’ she managed to say and she leant forward until her head was on his chest. It was broad and warm and he smelled faintly of washing powder and cigarette smoke.


He tipped up her head and kissed her mouth. Then with both hands he cupped her breasts and rubbed his thumbs over her nipples; her stomach tightened. ‘Fuck me,’ she whispered. She had no idea where the words had come from, or really what they meant. She’d had sex before, in her first year; cautious, unsatisfactory sex with a medical student, had started taking the Pill then, hadn’t stopped, but had the feeling that what she’d got herself into now was going to be something completely different. The need was primal, it started between her legs and her brain was filled with heat and the colour white.


‘Thought you’d never ask!’ he said, laughing a little.


And so he guided her to the bed, lay on her, moved over her, down her, lifted up her skirt and pushed her knickers aside with his tongue and then he circled her and it rose in her like the sea. It was hungry and salty and was huge until it crashed and she pulsed, gasping into the darkness, her hands in his hair.


He shifted up and she pulled him into her. ‘Do we need anything?’ he asked, kissing her neck.


‘No, I have it covered,’ she said, and he came in her, his hands pushing against the pile of coats, and when he came there was a noise at the back of his throat of capture and release; something halfway between joy and despair.


They didn’t talk much afterwards but dressed quietly and slowly, glancing up at one another and the room stayed dark and the music must have kept on playing and there was the sound of voices and her heart was lit up like it was full of fireworks; it was beating so loudly that at times it was all she could hear.


Later, downstairs, he got her a drink, stood in the lounge by the window with his hand resting on her waist and she had fitted up against him and felt she had arrived someplace she hadn’t known she’d needed to visit, but that now she was there, it was the only place on earth she could ever be. People had come and gone and some had talked to them and some hadn’t, and Fern couldn’t see Jules or Dan or Jules’s brother anywhere. Maybe they’re outside, she thought, and imagined their breaths clouding the cold November air, imagined them looking up at the stars.


‘Can I see you again?’ Elliott asked as the last of the guests began to drift away and all that was left was dim light, empty bottles and two people dancing to an imaginary soundtrack in the lounge. ‘There’s a thing on at the union tomorrow night. Fancy coming?’


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’ll meet you there. OK?’


He nodded, kissed her on the mouth, his tongue skirting her teeth and with one hand on her shoulder, and later she slept in her clothes because they smelled of him and she remembered his mouth on her and she wanted it all again, a hundred thousand times, she wanted it again.


The next night she went to the union, climbed the stone steps up to the front door, paid her money to go in, searched the bar for him. She didn’t let herself think he might not be there and then she saw him, sitting by a table under a window. The seat on the bench next to him was empty.


‘Hi,’ she said, standing in front of him.


‘Hi, yourself,’ he replied, smiling at her, and seeing him smile again was like lightning, her heart leapt; it was just how she had imagined it to be, just how she needed it to be.


Later, he walked her home and the night was clear and cold. The banks of the lake were speckled with frost and the air clung to their faces; it felt like leather on her skin. The water was ink black and still. It looked ancient, mystical.


This, she thought, as they crossed the bridge to take the short cut up to Abbey Road and the house she shared with Jules, is it. This is the moment around which all other moments will orbit. I will never have this moment again. And she believed it, but when he said, ‘Penny for them,’ she replied, ‘Oh, I wasn’t really thinking about anything.’


‘Go on, you must have been. You looked miles away.’


‘Oh, OK, I was just wondering.’


‘Wondering what?’ He stopped her and looked down at her face, then pushed her gently against the cold railings of the bridge and pressed his legs against hers; she could feel the warmth of his body, his breath on her neck.


‘If it gets any better than this,’ she said quietly.


‘Oh, I’m sure it will! I promise you it will!’ He laughed then and kissed her. ‘Come on, it’s late. I’d better get you home.’


Linking arms, they walked on in silence and during this silence she let herself start believing in him and the promise he’d just made her. There was a whole life of her and him to live through. There’d been the chance meeting at a party, the hook of his eyes and his smile, the sex they’d had in the dark of her room and now, this evening, there was the sureness of him and this walk in the cold of a November night, these steps she was taking with him, because of him. This was perfect, but there would be other perfect moments. She believed this with every atom in her body as she put her key in her front door and he said, ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, OK?’


‘OK,’ she replied, pleased she would have the night alone to remember him and to imagine all the nights she would know him, the never-ending line of them.


‘My God, girl,’ Jules said when Fern walked into the lounge, stepping over a couple of stray cans which hadn’t been cleared up yet, ‘you look like you’ve seen a ghost.’


‘Nah,’ said Fern, ‘not a ghost, but I’ve seen something; something I think is going to be good.’


‘You do talk mush,’ Jules said. She was sitting on the sofa. Her legs curled under her. ‘Total mush, but I love you for it!’


That night Fern dreamed of the smell of grass and could see seagulls soaring high above her. She was seven and on the dunes, with her parents somewhere nearby. The world tasted of lemon and she was wearing blue shorts and was running was with the wind in her hair.


Next there were horses, vast stamping creatures with coats the colour of conkers. They were galloping and she was flying above them, her wings beating to the rhythm of their hooves. She could see the rise and fall of their heads and their tails streaming out behind them. More than anything she wanted to land on one’s back and and grasp it around the neck, feel its heat on her skin, hold the thick hair of its mane in her fingers and ride it out to where the land meets the sky.
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