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‘Sparkling with emotional intelligence. A gripping portrait of a marriage and quiet, devastating fall-out of family life’ Independent


‘Like the sea he describes so well, Patrick Gale’s clear, unforced prose sucks one in effortlessly…he is excellent at the telling detail and description’ Elizabeth Buchan, Daily Mail


‘Excellent – there are no false notes in this book’ Marie Claire


‘An astute, sensitive and at times tragically uncomfortable meditation on sex, lies and family. A real craftsman, a master storyteller. Quite simply, you believe every word he tells you’ Independent on Sunday


‘A hugely compelling writer [and] a fabulously unnerving book’ Julie Myerson


‘A painfully acute but never reproachful examination of a past that will not vanish’ Daily Telegraph


‘A subtle, highly evocative tale of memory and desire’ Mail on Sunday


‘Gale slips under the skins of his women protagonists with such wit it’s often hard to believe he’s a man’ Elle
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About the Book


Julian is a contented if naïve only child, and a holiday on the coast of North Cornwall should be perfect, especially when distant American cousins join the party. But their arrival brings upheaval and unexpected turmoil.


It is only as a seemingly well-adjusted adult that Julian is able to reflect on the realities of his parents’ marriage, and to recognise that the happy, cheerful boyhood he thought was his is infused with secrets, loss and the memory of betrayals that have shaped his life.




Dedication


For Aidan Hicks




I turn away, yet should I turn back the arbour would be gone and on the frozen ground the birds lie dead.


(from The Rake’s Progress,
W. H. AUDEN & CHESTER KALLMAN)




‘I often dream about walking down a Cornish lane in the summertime with high hedges on either side full of butterflies.’


(Ronnie Biggs, train robber,
The Daily Telegraph, 23 July 1999)




‘Let us shut it out,’ coaxed Elizabeth-Jane, noting that the rigid wildness of Lucetta’s features was growing yet more rigid and wild with the nearing of the noise and laughter. ‘Let us shut it out!’


(from The Mayor of Casterbridge,
THOMAS HARDY)




BLUE HOUSE


‘Actually I feel a bit of a fraud being here,’ Will told her. ‘I’m basically a happy man. No. There’s no basically about it. I’m happy. I am a happy man.’


‘Good,’ she said, crossing her legs and caressing an ankle as if to smooth out a crease she found there. ‘What makes you say that?’


‘That I’m happy?’


She nodded.


‘Well.’ He uncrossed his legs, sat back in the sofa and peered out of her study window. He saw the waters of the Bross glittering at the edge of Boniface Gardens, two walkers pausing, briefly allied by the gambolling of their dogs. ‘I imagine you usually see people at their wits’ end. People with depression or insoluble problems.’


‘Occasionally. Some people come to me merely because they’ve lost their way.’


He detected a certain sacerdotal smugness in her tone and suspected he hated her. ‘Well I’m here because a friend bought me a handful of sessions for my birthday. She thinks I need them.’


‘Do you mind?’


He shrugged, laughed. ‘Makes a change from socks and book tokens.’


‘But you don’t feel you need to be here.’


‘I … I know it sounds arrogant but no, I don’t. Not especially. It’s just that it would have been rude not to come, even though she’ll be far too discreet to ask how I get on with you. If I didn’t come, I’d be rejecting her present and I’d hate to do that. I love her.’


‘Her being?’


‘Harriet. My best friend. She’s like a second sister but I think of her as a friend first and family second.’


‘You have more loyalty to friends than family?’


‘I didn’t say that. But you know how it is; people move on from family and choose new allies. It’s part of becoming an adult. I feel I’m moving on too. A little late in the day, I suppose.’


‘Your best friend’s a woman.’


‘Is that unusual?’ She said nothing, waiting for him to speak. ‘I suppose it is,’ he went on. ‘I’m just not a bloke’s bloke. I never have been. I find women more congenial, more evolved. I mean I’m perfectly happy being a man, but I find I have more in common with women.’


‘Such as?’


He did hate her. He hated her royally. ‘The things we laugh at. The things we do with our free time. And, okay, I suppose you’ll want to talk about this –’


‘I don’t want to talk about anything you don’t want to talk about.’


‘Whatever. We also share sexual interests. I mean we like the same thing.’


‘You’re homosexual?’


‘I’m gay.’ He smiled, determined to charm her, but she was impervious and vouchsafed no more than a wintry smile. ‘I told you. I’m a happy man.’


‘Your sexuality isn’t a problem for you.’


‘It never has been. It’s a constant source of delight. Not a day goes by when I don’t thank God. If anything I’m relieved. Especially now my friends are all having children.’


‘You never wanted children.’


‘Of course. Sometimes. Hats jokes that if she dies I can have hers. But no. The impulse came and went. There are more than enough children in the world and I’m not so obsessed with seeing myself reproduced. Besides, one of my nephews is the spitting image of me, which has taken care of that. I love my own company. I don’t think I’m selfish exactly but I’m self-sufficient.’


‘What about settling down? You’re, what, thirty-five?’


‘Thank you for that. I turned forty earlier this year. I have settled down. I have a satisfying job, a nice flat. I just happen to have settled down alone.’


‘And watching all those girlfriends settled with their partners doesn’t make you want a significant other.’


‘Oh. I have one of those. Sort of, I suppose. He’s really why I’m here. I made a promise to him. It was a joke really, but I told Harriet and –’


‘Tell me about him.’


He paused. Glanced out at the view again. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s private.’


‘Whatever you tell me –’


‘– is in strictest confidence. Yes. I know. But we’ve barely met, you’re still a stranger to me and I’d rather not talk about him just now. It’s not a painful situation. He’s a lovely man. He makes me happy. But I didn’t come here to talk about him.’


A slight, attentive raising of her eyebrows asked, So what did you come to talk about?


‘Shouldn’t we start with my childhood?’ he said. ‘Isn’t that the usual thing?’


‘If you like.’


‘I warn you. I wasn’t abused. I wasn’t neglected. I love my parents and I loved my childhood. It was very, very happy.’


‘Tell me about it.’




BEACHCOMBER


‘You can’t possibly go to bed yet. It’s only four,’ Ma sighed. She was packing food, most of it tinned, into a big box. He saw corned beef, grapefruit segments, fruit salad, rice pudding, baked beans, yellow pie filling, red pie filling and the detested steak-in-gravy. She had on his favourite of her summer dresses, very short and covered with enormous daisies, and the white Dr Scholl sandals he liked to try to walk in sometimes. She looked up from her labours and saw his face. She smiled. ‘You’re so excited you’re not going to sleep for hours in any case. Have you finished packing?’


‘Yes.’


‘Teddy packed?’


‘Yes, and books and crayons and everything.’


‘Monopoly.’


‘And Totopoly and Scrabble. They’re all in the hall where you told me. But Pa said there’ll be games in the house.’


‘Well, you can never be sure. That dreadful place he rented in Northumberland only had Spin Quiz. Remember how boring that got? Oh, but you’re too young to remember, I suppose. Now …’ She sighed and carried on packing things from the larder. ‘Have an apple to clean your teeth.’


‘No, thank you.’


‘Well how about getting your bed all ready, then go and play in the garden for a bit so I can get finished in here?’


‘All right.’


Secretly delighted, he left the room slowly, pretending she had set him a chore. She called after him.


‘How about Lady Percy?’


‘She’s already in.’


As he ran up the huge spiral of stairs, the hall clock struck four. First he moved the lunar module model, finished that morning, off his bed to the relative obscurity of a bookshelf. It had bored him really. The kit was a present from the same godfather who religiously sent him baffling first-day covers for his non-existent stamp collection. Julian had only made it up out of politeness and now it felt as out of place in his bedroom as a football or cap-gun would have done. He snatched the pillow off his bed and the sheets and blanket, then, doing his best not to trip, carried the boulder of bedding back downstairs, out of the open front door and across the drive to the car. He laid it carefully on the gravel, which was fairly dry, then opened the hatch at the back with a grunt of effort, standing on the bumper for a better reach. Whistling to himself, he began to make his bed for the journey on the short mattress that lined the shelf at the vehicle’s rear.


Referred to by Mrs Coley, the awe-struck cleaning lady, as a dormobile it was, strictly speaking, a Volkswagen Devon Caravette. Julian always thought of it as the Height of Extravagance, however, because that was how his father referred to it whenever the subject arose. Ma had bought the gleaming red and white thing on impulse with some money a dead person left her. Ma’s theory was that they could save money by going on camping holidays instead of renting or that they could, at least, spend the occasional night in it instead of stopping at a bed and breakfast. It was beautifully equipped. There was a little gas cooker that smelt funny and a fridge and even a sink with a dribble of running water, which all disappeared into cupboards when you didn’t need them. There was a table with sofas on either side so Julian could do drawings and play games and face forwards or backwards as they drove and never commit that cardinal childish sin of getting bored. And at bedtime the table sort of dismantled and combined with the sofa cushions into a grown-up bed for Ma and Pa while Julian slept on the shelf behind them. This seemed incredibly intimate, as though they had stopped being people and had become furry nesting animals, like foxes or badgers. The pleasure it gave him was so intense that he could not understand why they did not sleep in it at least one night of every week. They had only once gone camping as a family, for a disastrously wet weekend on the Isle of Wight, when tempers had run high and Pa had said Bloody hell Frances a lot and had insisted on frying breakfast on the little stove with the door shut against the wind and rain. When Julian pressed his nose to the curtains or itchy upholstery he could still detect traces of the smell of burning bacon.


Since then, the Height of Extravagance had rarely served her purpose, although she made Ma popular on the school run. On a few bewitching occasions, Ma had kidnapped Julian, as she put it, bundling him back in as soon as he was changed after school and running away with him for spontaneous nights in a field somewhere without Pa, on the educational pretext of showing him a castle or a battlefield. Otherwise she was merely a car, only bigger; a room on wheels. Her chief justification was on occasions like this one, where Julian could be put to bed in her in Wandsworth and wake up halfway across the country after Ma and Pa had taken turns driving through the night or dozing. He loved the idea that his holidays thus started several hours before theirs. Ma had rightly guessed that a destination was immaterial to him; he would be perfectly happy if they tucked him into bed then merely drove in a large, all-night circle. Woken at regular intervals through the night by the gunning of the throaty engine beneath him or by a food cupboard door which occasionally came loose and struck him on the head, he loved to lie watching the lights flash by overhead and hear his parents talking in low murmurs from the front. Even though the house was protected by dogs and guards and high barbed wire, he never felt so entirely secure in his bedroom as during these nights on the road.


Bed made after a fashion, Julian checked on Lady Percy, his Abyssinian guinea pig, whose hutch he had stowed beneath the table. He had actually wanted a dog called Shadow, a large black dog that frightened other people, but Pa had said he would have to wait until he was old enough to walk it himself, and how about a guinea pig? Lady Percy was a lush bronze colour with exotic whirls in her fur, a pink nose and sharp, pink feet which tickled if you lay on your back, lifted your shirt and put her on your stomach. She would sit quite happily on your lap munching a carrot and did not mind being groomed with a powder-blue baby’s hairbrush and Julian loved her language of squeaks which Caring for your Cavy said was called pinking. But she didn’t do a great deal beyond run in a straight line when one set her on the lawn or run in manic circles when placed inside an old car tyre. He had overheard Pa say that the whole point of small pets was to teach children about reproduction and death but Lady Percy remained in robust good health, a resolute spinster, so seemed as wayward of purpose as the Height of Extravagance.


‘We’re both going to Cornwall,’ Julian told her. ‘But you must be very patient. Here.’ And he jiggled an old piece of cabbage leaf under her nose. Lady Percy sniffed the offering disdainfully, pinked a few times then retreated into her bedding. Julian climbed into the big front seat which stretched the width of the vehicle, tried on Ma’s driving gloves and driving shoes and helped himself to a sugar-dusted barley sugar from the tin she kept hidden there. Then he let himself out and obediently went to the garden to play.


An only child, he saw nothing strange in being told to play when there was no one to play with. In fact he much preferred playing alone to playing with other children since other children invariably imposed rules and systems and overruled his suggestions – mildly posed through lack of aggressive group practice – as to what they should make-believe.


The Governor’s House had always seemed to him to be enormous and now that he was going to school and gathering points of comparison, he was coming to see that the home he had taken for granted was undeniably strange. Nobody else he knew – he knew at least four other people well enough to visit and he had been to eight birthday parties – lived in a place with so many rooms that several of them were left empty. Pa told him it only seemed big because he was small and Ma said he was never to forget that the place didn’t belong to them but merely came with his father’s job. Neither could deny, however, that with its blackened masonry and louring tower and numberless windows, the place was a far cry from the stylized two-up-two-down pictured on Play School. The house had a vast basement, reached by a rickety set of steps through a trap door in the wooden floor of his father’s downstairs lavatory. In this sinister series of musty rooms, mouldy wooden chairs were stacked and tattered posters about the Home Guard and First Aid Procedures curled away from yellowed walls. The Guides and Brownies used to meet down there but apparently they had stopped coming because they had found somewhere more congenial.


At the top of the house, sunnier and drier, but no less dusty, there was an answering sequence of attics where ancient leather trunks and broken furniture were stored. There were mouldering dresses and hats to try on, even a long black veil which scared Julian so much he had only tried it on once, and a First World War gas mask like a skull with a metal box on a long caterpillarish tube. Julian knew that bats nested here, although no one would believe him. He had also found, in strictest secrecy, that he could climb through one of the attic windows and explore the valleys, chimney stacks and unexpected skylight views of the roof. (Another great advantage of being single, he had discovered, was that one could stray into the more dangerous side of play with no risk of tale-bearing betrayal to grown-ups.) From up on the tiles he could see all Wandsworth, from Trinity Road and the gloomy church to the Common, and the railway cutting spanned by multiple bridges. Closer to, he could see the extent of the prison walls, see the uniformed officers coming and going through the door where Pa went to work and even see down into the yard where the prisoners exercised.


Most secret of all, he could venture past the point where the internal dividing wall marked house from prison so that he was over the prison itself and could lie flat on the roof and peer gingerly down through one of the skylights that gave on to the nearest wing of cells. It was like a view into a strange kind of monkey house, where all the monkeys wore ties; a vista of cages and walkways full of harsh shouts and laughter and the clatter of heels on metal. He would watch for hours. It was as fascinating as watching an ants’ nest or the glass-sided beehive in the Horniman Museum. He knew that the men in tight uniform with hats on and truncheons were officers, controlled by Pa – who, like the queen, was so powerful he was never seen – and that the men in baggy blue suits, without hats or ties, were prisoners controlled by the officers. He also knew that the prisoners were said to be doing stir or porridge and that they called the officers screws and that he was never to say this word in front of his parents.


The garden was bounded by high walls on three sides. Two, shaded by sticky-scented limes, had pavement and road beyond them. The third, unshaded for security reasons, divided governor’s house from prison territory and was overlooked, for most of its length, by the prison factory where the inmates worked up hessian sacks for use by the Royal Mail and potato farmers. The humming of sewing machines and shouts and chatter from the workers so struck Julian that the word factory would never acquire quite the grim connotation for him that it had for others. From the sounds, at least, it seemed to him a place of release and even joy.


‘Men need to work,’ Pa explained when questioned on the matter. (He always called them men, never prisoners or convicts.) ‘Without work, they become demoralized, which can lead to all kinds of trouble. Never underrate the dignity of labour, Julian.’


It was through one of the factory windows that Julian had his first encounter with one of the men, apparently. He was too young to remember it but it was a story his mother liked to repeat in his hearing so that it had become a memory of sorts.


‘I opened the drawing-room window and I could hear him burbling away. Well naturally at first I assumed he was talking to himself, the way they do at that age. Then I realized there were gaps and I was hearing one half of a conversation. I looked out and there he was, all of four, chatting to one of the men through the factory window. Another man must have joined in as I looked out because I heard someone call out, “Wotcha Ginger!” and this one got quite shirty and said, “I’m not ginger, I’m a nice little boy!” I had no idea they could see out. I mean, I knew they could see the sky and the trees but nothing more. I put a blind in the downstairs loo the same week …’


There was no other story about such conversations, so Julian assumed it was either an isolated incident or that he had been discouraged in some way. He could not remember her ever trying to stop him talking to the men and, so far as the trusties were concerned, she actively encouraged him. He knew this from an argument he had overheard between her and Pa when they were all sitting out in deckchairs after Sunday lunch once.


‘It’s not right to use him like that,’ he had said. ‘You actively encourage him to talk to them.’


‘It does him no harm, John. He likes them,’ she replied. ‘They’re harmless lifers rotting away in there. He’s like a grandson to them.’


‘Two wife-killers and a robber who raped his hostage. Quite harmless. Frances –’


‘They love him.’


‘Just be careful.’


And she was.


‘You would tell me, darling, wouldn’t you, if any of the trusties – Bert, say, or Henry – ever said anything that was, well, not quite nice?’


‘Of course,’ Julian assured her, very much the nice little boy. But his curiosity was piqued. Which were the wife-killers? How could one tell? How had they done it? And what was a rapist? Judging from the only picture he could find, The Rape of the Sabine Women, a rapist made ladies cross by picking them up in the air and tickling them with his beard when they had nothing on.


The trusties said plenty of things that were not quite nice. Trailing round after them as they painted rooms, pruned the roses, mowed the lawns or forked out horse poo donated by the rag and bone man and the coal merchant, he had compiled a rich vocabulary of forbidden words. Unrepeatable and broadly incomprehensible, they were nonetheless precious for being useless.


Rounding the corner from the drive, he found the trusties at work. They were also known as red bands because of the armbands they wore that showed they could be trusted. Friday was their gardening day. Joe was riding the lawn mower up and down, creating stripes and obviously enjoying himself. (The trusties took it in turns to mow the lawn, officially because it was considered a cushy number but actually, Julian believed, because the old machine was fun to ride and, as with a prize toy, they each wanted a go.) George and Bert were weeding. Henry was working his way around the edges of the grass, chopping off the straggly bits the lawnmower only squashed, using a pair of long-handled edging shears. As always, the screw in charge was sitting on the steps of the Wendy House looking bored. Today it was Mr Prescott, who always looked as though someone had stolen his Easter egg. Ma said everyone had to overlook this and be extra nice to him because his wife had died or left him or something, so Julian threw him a cheery, ‘Hello Mr Prescott!’ which met with the usual resentful stare.


Meanwhile Henry looked up from his trimming, said, ‘Afternoon young Ginger,’ and carried on. (He persisted in calling Julian Ginger despite the fact that his hair was brown and would only offer the maddening explanation – ‘You’ll find out soon enough.’) Judging by appearances, Mr Prescott seemed a far more believable cutter-up-of-wives than the men he guarded and Julian was surprised this possibility had occurred to no one when Mrs Prescott went missing. But then perhaps Henry was only a rapist and a bank robber. Bank robbers were often the heroes in cowboy films, unless they had Alan Ladd in, who was always the sheriff. Perhaps you had to be a rapist too for it to count as a serious offence. It was all very confusing.


Julian walked along behind Henry, picking up handfuls of the turf he had been shaving off the lawn’s edge and adding them to the heap in a wheelbarrow.


‘That’s very kind,’ Henry said. ‘See that funny car of yours is all packed up, then.’


‘We’re going to Cornwall. All of us.’


‘Very nice. I was in Delabole during the war. Evacuee. Nothing sweeter than Cornish flowers. How long you going for?’


‘Two weeks.’ Julian stared at the mermaid tattooed on Henry’s forearm. Once, when he was a bit younger, Henry had let him touch it, running his fingers through the hair to trace the voluptuous design. He wanted to touch it again but it was difficult to know how to ask and he feared the request would be viewed as not quite nice. He had a brief vision of Henry on the beach with him, wearing trunks for once instead of his oddly respectable prison uniform. He imagined his father telling him to guard Henry closely the way Mr Prescott had to, imagined Henry’s grinning obedience as Julian buried his big legs in the sand for his own good.


‘Dad going too?’


‘Of course. He has to share the driving. Can I help you make a roll-up?’


‘Best not. Him Indoors is watching.’


Julian glanced back and turned on Mr Prescott a smile of such cloying sweetness that the officer turned away. ‘Not any more,’ he said.


Barely interrupting his work to do so, Henry tossed a matchbox on to the grass. Well trained, Julian snatched it up and sat with his back to the Wendy House. There were some matches inside, a tiny foil packet of tobacco and some Rizla papers. Julian sprinkled a very little tobacco on to the paper as he had been taught, licked one side and rolled it up neatly. Small fingers, Henry said, did this job so well that in some countries children rolled up cigarettes in a factory instead of going to school. Julian had a small puff of one once, behind the Wendy House, when Henry let him. It made him feel sick and the taste was bad. He liked the smell, however. It was part of the smell the men gave off even out here in the open, with all the roses scenting the air about them, a good, brown, male smell, like the man who came to mend a window once or the car when you opened the bonnet when the engine was still hot or Pa when he came back from playing rugger with the prison officers’ club. It was a smell that once breathed in seemed to curl like a snake around Julian’s stomach so that he felt excited and rather queasy at the same time. He had the same feeling when he got close to Tom Sherry at school when they played Lions during break, only Antonia Pauffley kept joining in and spoiling everything.


‘So how do you get up on the roof, then?’ Henry’s question was casual enough but he saw Julian flinch. ‘It’s all right. I won’t tell. I don’t want to spoil your fun. I know you’re safe enough. Not like some nippers.’


Julian glanced towards the house. Ma was wedging a box of groceries under the dormobile table. Turning, she waved to him and headed back inside.


‘When did you see me?’ he asked.


‘Yesterday afternoon. Must have been around three ’cause I was coming off my shift. My cell’s in that block. I just happened to glance up as we was coming up the stairs and I sees you peering down through the skylight like a bleeding pigeon. Pardon my French.’


‘That’s all right.’


‘So how’d you get up there, then?’


‘Easy. Through our attic. There’s a window with a broken catch at the far end and you go through on to a sort of valley in the roof. Then there’s a little wall at the far end, between the chimney stacks, and on the other side is the prison roof. I’ve been all over it. But …’


‘What?’


‘I’ve never told anyone.’


‘Don’t worry. It’s our secret. You don’t tell anyone you told me and I won’t tell anyone I asked. Deal?’


‘Deal.’


‘So how do you get to your attic, then?’


‘Up the stairs, silly.’


‘Course you do. Now listen. You know how to use the jelly bone, don’t you?’


‘Course.’


‘Do you want to make a call for me?’ Henry quite often asked him to make calls, usually about things that meant so little they might as well have been in code. Henry said they were about bets and dogs but Julian had his doubts.


‘Only if you tell me, you know. Another word.’


Henry glanced over at his mates who were still working but out of earshot.


‘You’re on. When your mum’s not looking, I want you to ask the operator for Plaistow 9595.’


‘Plar’s Toe 9595.’


‘That’s it, and a nice lady’ll answer and you’re to tell her, “Henry says his mum’s birthday’s on Tuesday.”’


‘Is it really, Henry?’


‘Course.’


‘So what’s my word?’


Henry looked about him, then whispered, ‘Beef curtains.’ Julian was thunderstruck and delighted. ‘Look, your mum’s waving again. Reckon she wants you.’


Julian scowled towards his mother, affecting manly reluctance. ‘Suppose so.’


‘Have a good holiday.’


Julian got back on his feet, noting how the grass and daisies had left indentations all over his hot knees, and went to rejoin Ma. Soon she would let him call Pa on the internal telephone to ask how much longer he’d be, which is when he could make Henry’s call to Plar’s Toe. Then there’d be supper and a bath and then, still in broad summer light, he’d be allowed to cross the drive in his pyjamas and dressing gown and go to bed in the car. He turned back to Henry, who looked up from the wheelbarrow and dismissed him with a wink of his startlingly blue eyes. The realization that Henry would never go on holiday, at least not until he was even older than he was now, however sad, somehow made the anticipation of pleasure all the sweeter.


When he asked for Plar’s Toe 9595 a woman sounding like Mrs Coley, only younger, answered. She was not very nice at all.


‘Hello,’ Julian said politely. ‘Henry says to tell you his mother’s birthday is on Tuesday.’


‘Right you are, love,’ she said. ‘And what’s your name?’ He told her. ‘And where do you live?’ When he told her Governor’s House, HM Prison, Wandsworth, London, she couldn’t speak for a while because she was laughing so much.


Julian was rather cross. ‘Why are you laughing and why did you want my address?’ he asked.


‘Nothing, darling. He’s got a nerve, that’s all. Keep your mouth shut and a token of our esteem will be coming your way.’


She hung up first.


Token of Esteem was almost as good as Height of Extravagance but both paled by comparison with the sinisterly suggestive Beef Curtains. Curled in the hall armchair, waiting for Pa to answer the internal telephone, he imagined the not quite nice woman in her palatial bedroom in Plar’s Toe drawing magnificent drapes made of dripping steak.




BLUE HOUSE


In his more vulnerable hours, throwing a fortieth-birthday lunch-party for himself, however casually, even dismissively he did it, struck Will as akin to inviting people to a wedding with no spouse to parade. It was obscurely a failure, like buying your own scent or recognizing the family hand behind a Valentine’s card.


A late starter in the relationships race, by virtue of virtue and confusion, he had not acquired a lover until he left home and went to university. Like many who choose to save themselves, he had perhaps dangerously high expectations: a great student love affair, too passionate not to go up in glorious, mildly tragic flames and then, later, a marriage of sorts, with dogs and art works in lieu of children, in which the growing beauty of house and garden would lay out public evidence of a rarefied meeting of minds as of bodies.


His fantasies fuelled by Waugh and Forster, he found university life overpoweringly heterosexual after ten years of protective schooling. At party after sordid party he found himself leaning against the fridge lugubriously watching the Noah’s Ark proceedings with variations on the same waspish huddle of more-or-less gay onlookers. In so overlooked, over-critical and confined an environment, the great love failed to materialize. There were, however, three encounters repeated often enough to be hungrily counted as boyfriends. After two and two-thirds terms of reluctant chastity, he met a geologist from New Zealand, a comparative ancient of twenty-one. Then there was a period of horny mourning followed by liaisons with an impossibly sensitive drama student from the nearby polytechnic, so convinced everyone despised him that they came too, and with a depressive fourth-year linguist with no friends.


Finn the geologist might have become the great love or even the exemplary marriage, but he was a light-headed finalist when they met and had no sooner turned Will’s life and heart upside-down than he headed back to Christchurch and a summer job on a sheep farm followed by a lengthy seismology doctorate. In the years that followed he kept sporadically in touch, just enough to fuel the embers of a fantasy from which Will would unwittingly forge a romantic template. Finn remained more or less single. He pursued his rugged research unencumbered by any company but a dog. And despite the fact that in their one fortnight together they had never spoken of love, their involvement had clearly meant something to him because he seemed keen to keep in touch.


Will should, perhaps, have put his life on hold and saved for a ticket to New Zealand when he graduated or even flown out earlier. Every holiday seemed to be spent in grinding poverty, however, slaving to pay off the debts run up the previous term and, once he graduated, times were frighteningly hard so he felt compelled to accept a librarian post in Barrowcester when it was offered him. Besides, much of Finn’s attraction lay in his self-sufficiency and, in his early twenties at least, it was hard for Will to see how he could fit in to a life as ingeniously self-contained as its owner’s camping equipment. In time Finn’s letters petered out. He had either met someone, found Jesus or gone pot-holing once too often.


The great marriage had failed to materialize for several reasons but the chief of these was Barrowcester. A ravishingly pretty provincial cathedral town in the country’s middle, it called itself a city but offered none of the risky subcultures implicit in the title. Perhaps the fact that its name was not pronounced as it was spelled – the correct pronunciation rhyming with rooster – should have been chintziness enough to warn him off. But he was lulled into passivity by the relative cheapness of the attractive housing, the security of his job – managing a well-financed children’s department in the city library – and the fact of its being the nearest he had to a hometown in a rootless youth. His parents had moved on every five years because of his father’s work as a prison governor but he had been a choirboy at the cathedral choir school, then a music scholar at Tatham’s, the city’s ancient college, and boarded throughout so that the place was full of youthful associations.


His parents had lived there when his father ran Barrowcester prison when Will was at choir school. Like him they retained happy memories of the place and, having scrupulously requested his permission to encroach on what they saw as his town, chose to retire to a house on its rivery fringes. They made few demands, at least until recently, and scarcely intruded on his life but they could not fail to inhibit him. He was not in the closet exactly, but he had never discussed his sexuality with them because the idea was as embarrassing as discussing theirs. And it was a small community. And people talked. And perhaps it was just an excuse but, if pressed, they and their ageing would have been the reason he gave for remaining a bachelor at forty. Will had invited them today but they had declined, with characteristic tact, saying his mother found it a trial to stand for long these days and disliked being parked in a stately chair where she was expected to hold forth to the young things. They would celebrate with him later, as the obituarists had it, quietly and at home.


The party had reached the point where it would bubble on under its own social momentum. Will had slaved to produce a two-course buffet for thirty from his galley kitchen. Coffee and birthday cake had been served and the few who were still drinking were happy to fend for themselves. At last he could relax and possibly even begin to enjoy himself. He poured a glass of Chablis – having cooked all morning and much of the previous night, he had no appetite for food – and walked out on to the brightly painted fire escape which served as a terrace and led down to the garden.


Someone pressed a hand on his rear and planted a nuzzling kiss on the nape of his neck. Harriet.


‘Hi, Hats.’


‘Precious,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t resist. You look about eleven with that haircut.’


‘You don’t like it.’


‘On the contrary, I like it too much.’


‘Oh. That old thing.’


He drew her briefly to him and easily kissed the top of her head. Harriet had always refused to dance with him because, she said, the difference in their statures made them look like a pixie with a waltzing bear. Then they leaned on the railing and surveyed the guests.


‘Oh God,’ she sighed. ‘Children everywhere.’


‘There are quite a lot,’ he said. ‘It’s almost surreal.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘It’s not your fault. Only one of them’s yours. Anyway, I love children. I’ve just become a godfather again. Della and Kieran.’


‘Which?’


‘The solicitors from over the road. Little thing called Jemima.’


‘Isn’t there some official limit?’


‘Apparently not. But I’m calling a halt at six. Christmas is nightmarish enough as it is and children cost.’


‘Tell me about it. Corporate Raider Barbie didn’t come cheap.’


His garden had indeed turned from a city oasis into a sort of crèche. A paddling pool had materialized beneath his fig tree. Several toddlers were lolling in it while their mothers cooled their feet. Each child, however small, appeared to have brought at least two toys, all of them in primary-coloured plastic, all of them noise-producing. Vera, Harriet’s four-year-old, had acquired a scarlet plastic trumpet and was calmly circulating in the crowd parping it in the ear of any infant who came close.


‘God, she’s hell,’ Harriet said, doing nothing to stop her. ‘You know she’s all yours if I die. It’s in my will and everything.’


‘Try to stay with us just a little longer. Till she can cook, say, or plaster a wall.’


Harriet laughed and kissed his shoulder. She was carrying a wine bottle in a spirit of survivalism. She topped up their glasses. ‘Happy birthday,’ she said.


‘Thanks.’


‘Oh, sorry. That was white in there, wasn’t it?’


‘Doesn’t matter. The claret’s better.’


‘Soon be time for your presents.’


‘But I said no presents. I hate presents.’


‘You’re so controlling. You hate the thought of being given something hideous and having to sound convincingly grateful.’


‘Well, don’t you?’


‘You can trust me.’ She grinned. ‘I always give you something that doesn’t hang around. Like opera tickets. Or Calvados. And after that difficult waistcoat thing Poppy gave you last year we had words and she knows to do the same.’


‘God, you didn’t tell her I didn’t like it?’


‘No, no. I just said you were going off material things in your old age and preferred presents that came and went.’


‘Oh. Thanks.’


‘I still haven’t got you anything yet. Can’t make up my mind. But her present’s rather brilliant. For her.’


‘They haven’t gone mad, have they?’


‘Only a little. I’m planning on treating you to something spectacular.’


‘Hats,’ he groaned.


‘Humour me. I earn more than you and I had another raise last month.’


After years of high-stress, low-pay jobs as press officer for various publishers and publicist for an opera company, Harriet had quietly stepped into a high-stress high-pay one containing press crises on behalf of the prison service. When there was a breakout at Camp Hill or a riot in Strangeways, she faced the cameras and fired off the press releases or spoon-fed them to the appropriate minister and pushed them into the firing line. Almost stealthily she had gone from being mad, sad Hats who drank too much at parties and could never hold down a man to being sane, wryly amused Hats who now had a nanny to pick up Vera from school but frequently cancelled dates in favour of ministerial briefings.


‘I suppose someone I know has to become a Dame,’ Will joked.


Short and vampy, still drawing heavily on Cabaret for her style references, she had gatecrashed his life when they were students. Enrolled in the year below him, she appeared during his period of mourning for Finn and sniffed out his insecurity amid the hall of residence hearties as a tidy match for her own. A notoriously easy lay with a notoriously acid morning-after tongue, she would drop in on his room to borrow his steam iron or his purple braces, to split a facepack or a bottle of wine and to ask his advice on how to keep a man. Advice she then pointedly ignored. Whenever he found a lover, she caustically disapproved. Whenever she found one, she became unavailable for the duration of the liaison. He forgave her, however, because she was the only person who knew when he was lying and because long after he had acquired a modicum of maturity and style, she continued to remember him living off cottage cheese and pining for a geologist with no dress sense which, however galling, made him feel young again.


They had always joked that they would marry if they reached forty and were still unclaimed. What had started out as an oft-repeated jest came increasingly to resemble a threat as they remained outwardly single and more and more of their contemporaries married. When Harriet elected, amid some mystery, to reproduce, even his mother had suggested it would be tidier if he made an honest woman of her. Harriet had no intention of marrying anyone, or so she maintained, least of all her oldest friend, but there were times when he wished she would at least set up home with someone, to give her somebody else to needle. He hoped she was going to have the sensitivity not to remind him of the pact today.


‘So,’ she crowed. ‘The big four-ho-ho.’


‘Don’t,’ he murmured.


‘Oh spare me. You’re ageing better than I am. You defy gravity. You’ve got cheekbones.’


‘So’ve you.’


‘Make-up.’ ‘Oh.’


‘So you’re probably still not ready to steer me up the register office.’


‘I’m answered for.’


‘Master Mystery.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘It’s a bit convenient, saying you’ve got someone but not letting anyone meet him.’


‘I’ve told you before; he’s married. He’s not sortable.’


‘Is he going to leave her for you?’


‘I sincerely hope not.’ Will did his best to look airily at no one in particular but she caught him.


‘He’s here!’ she gasped.


‘No he’s not. What do you take me for?’


‘A shameless home-wrecker. Which is it? The love-rat bastard!’ She scanned the men below them. ‘Paddy? No. George? I’ve always had my suspicions …’


‘Stop it.’


‘It is. It’s George!’


‘No, it’s not. George has childbearing hips.’


‘Then it’s one of these people I don’t know. Who are they all?’


‘People from the shop. Neighbours. Kieran and Della. Simon the nice vet.’


‘The Nice Vet. It’s him!’


‘He’s straight,’ Will sighed. ‘Brought his girlfriend. See? In the blue with the hair.’


‘So?’


As Harriet continued to scrutinize the crowd, the erring husband in question, who was there of course, caught Will’s eye over a child’s shoulder, grinned and might have given the game away by waving had Vera not saved the day by causing a violent diversion, slamming another child over the head with her toy trumpet. The child screamed and Vera watched it with her customary analytical coolness and a ghost of a smile.


‘Oh look,’ Harriet sighed before walking down to dispense a weary reprimand, ‘I made a psychopath.’


Will’s sister bore the wailing child, one of his nephews, up the fire escape and Will bribed him back to silence if not quite happiness with a home-made Tia Maria truffle.


‘Sorry,’ he said, catching the soft reproof in Poppy’s gaze. ‘It’s what uncles are for.’


‘You know we don’t give them sweets.’


‘Why do you think he likes me so much? It’s not for my conversation. Little boys need sugar so they can stand up to Vera and her kind.’


‘Could I have another, do you think, please, Will?’ Oscar the nephew asked with measured innocence.


‘Not now, dumpling,’ Will told him. ‘Your mum and I want to talk. Have a strawberry. Look. Tasty? Go and ask Daddy for a piggyback ride. He needs the exercise.’


Poppy caressed the boy’s red hair as she set him down, gently pushing him back into the fray. ‘So hey,’ she said, once they were alone, and gently mimed punching Will’s arm.


Always so free in her gestures of affection with others – husband, children, friends – she remained oddly shy towards him and the inhibition was catching. However pleased Will was to see her, they rarely advanced beyond the formal frigidity of a single cheek-kiss. They remained alike in many ways. They were both tall and each had failed to lose the stooping self-consciousness of the beanpole adolescent. Their voices and accents were similar too – an approximation of Will’s mother’s low, amused speech. These resemblances only served to highlight their dissimilarity however. With auburn hair, freckles and eyes so pale they seemed almost bleached of colour, she could look more her husband Sandy’s sister than dark-haired Will’s. She was cheerfully dim, not a reader and gave every appearance of finding marriage and motherhood entirely fulfilling. If she entered his shop as a customer it was to buy books for the children or to ask his suggestions for presents to friends. Though prepared to tolerate each other for Will’s sake, she and Harriet shared their narrow common ground with reliable frostiness. She claimed to find Harriet ‘rather sad and brave’ while Harriet maintained that, for all her amenability and affection, Poppy was a mistress of passive aggression.


Will had given up defending Poppy long ago as it only encouraged Harriet’s spite. It was enough that he knew there was more to Poppy than she betrayed. He knew the affection and amenability were genuine. He knew that it was Poppy’s conventional dress and manner, precisely those qualities that irritated Harriet most, that were a mask. Only when she was alone with him, as now, and sometimes when she was playing with the boys, unaware that she was watched, did Poppy allow her blunter, quirkier self to emerge.


‘So. Many happies, big boy.’


‘Thanks. How’s things?’


‘Oh. Fine,’ she said, pushing her sunglasses up on her hair then pulling them down again when her weak blue eyes could not face the sun. ‘Sandy’s working too hard as usual. Loads of late nights. The boys have both had mumps, which was a relief to get out of the way. They really suffered though. We all make light of the kids’ illnesses; it’s easy to forget how scary it is at the time. Poor Oz actually thought he was dying at one point.’


‘But how are you?’


‘Oh. Fine. You know me. Terminally placid. No worries. No illnesses.’ She sounded like their mother. ‘Sandy says I should take a lover to give my life some interesting tension.’ She laughed and they both looked at Sandy, who now had a son on his back and was racing two other fathers in a piggyback derby. ‘I think I might just take up squash,’ she said.


‘Great. I’ll play with you if you like. I’ve always meant to learn.’


‘Don’t be stupid. You can hardly catch. I’ll join a club. Play with whoever I can find there.’


‘Find yourself some fun among the coaches.’


‘Will!’


‘Only kidding.’


‘As if I’d have time,’ she sighed. ‘How are the Aged Ps?’


‘He’s coping, I suppose.’ Will drank and grimly contemplated the image of their parents a moment.


The nice vet and the luscious proof of his straightness came to make their early farewells, oppressed in their nascent coupledom, perhaps, by so many children. Will marvelled at the finesse with which Poppy admired the girl’s pretty dress. She fooled everyone. She almost fooled him. He wondered if she had reached the point where it was no longer an effort. Of course she never took a job; being herself was employment with overtime.


‘No problem with an empty retirement,’ he told her when the vet had left. ‘Mum’s going to become Dad’s work-substitute. It seems to come and go. The stroke didn’t help. She’s showing most of the early symptoms and it depresses her which makes her spiteful to him. But they won’t talk about it. They’re not ready to face the reality. Not really.’


‘Who can blame them? Jude Farson didn’t offer any hope at all, and he’s a specialist. Mind you, when I got her to fill out that questionnaire of Sandy’s the results seemed fine. Well, fine-ish. Oh shit. It just makes me feel useless and I hate that. I should see more of them, shouldn’t I?’


‘Don’t be daft. You’ve got your three to care for. At least I’m dependant-free. I go over there every Wednesday now to give him a day off and try to get her over one night at weekends too so he can escape. She still loves the cinema but videos are easier because she gets restless if she has to sit too long.’


‘Maybe you should spend more time with him rather than her?’


‘I couldn’t. We’ve got nothing to say to each other. We never did. I just take her off his hands and let him pretend it’s because she and I have lots to talk about or that she can still play cards with me, which she can on her good days. He goes for walks and visits museums or sits in a pub nursing a half. I ought to break the habit of a lifetime and take the two of them on holiday somewhere.’


Her face lit up. ‘Oh good!’ She made an effort to back-track. ‘I mean … really?’


‘What?’ He smiled.


Looking confused, she glanced around them and called out to Sandy but he was now embroiled in a conversation with the other fathers and already distracted by Oscar who was swinging irritably on his arm.


‘Well I might as well tell you,’ she sighed. ‘It’s our present to you. Not a holiday with the Aged Ps but a holiday, anyway.’


‘That’s so sweet.’


‘We’ve rented you a cottage in Cornwall. Right on a little beach. First two weeks of August. We were meant to tell you together. I mean, you could take the Aged Ps if you like but I think the idea was to take, well, you know, someone special. If you had anyone in mind. Harriet seemed to think you might.’


Will smiled and hugged her. ‘It’s very, very kind,’ he said. She did not flinch exactly but she was stiff in his embrace, like a reluctant boy hugged by an unappealing relation and he found himself wondering, as he often did, what she was like in bed. ‘I’ll take the Aged Ps,’ he told her. ‘They’ll love it. Sandy?’ he shouted. Sandy looked round at last. ‘Thank you!’ Will called out. Harriet excused herself from an animated argument with the girls from the shop and ran up the fire escape to join them.


‘You’re not to take your parents,’ she said.


‘It’s too late,’ his sister sighed. ‘He’s already decided.’


‘But that’s so sad. It sounds incredibly romantic. It’s bang on a little cove with a veranda and I want you curled up with Master Mystery watching sunsets and sipping Nuits-Saint-Georges, not playing whist and having early nights. You can’t ask them.’


‘They might not want to come,’ he suggested.


‘Of course they’ll come,’ Poppy said lightly. ‘They haven’t been to Cornwall for years. I found it through an advert in the paper and rang up and it sounded perfect so I booked it for you. But the photo only came yesterday. Look.’


She was the kind of mother who was never without a capacious bag. At a moment’s notice she could produce tissues for a child’s tears, plasters for its wounded knee, Wet Wipes for its sticky fingers and a sugar-free pastille to reward its bravery. One sensed she could always find passport and driving licence, always had pen and paper handy before picking up the telephone and maintained a small notebook of important birthdays and anniversaries as well as a tidy diary. Will knew all this was in reaction to their mother who had always found affectionate gestures easier to summon up than stamps or car keys. Now, in seconds, she produced a small colour photograph of a bright-blue bungalow with a green picket fence and veranda. ‘Blue House,’ she said. ‘That’s what it’s called.’


‘It’s amazing,’ Will said. It struck him as faintly familiar. ‘Haven’t we been there before? When I was tiny?’


‘You don’t remember, do you?’ She sounded disappointed. ‘Maybe it isn’t the same place. You weren’t that little.’


He stared at the picture, searching for clues, but even as he stared any familiarity faded. ‘This is the place we went to? I don’t remember it at all.’


‘Maybe they’ve changed the colour,’ Harriet suggested. ‘And places you saw as a child you remember as twice the size.’


Will continued to stare at the picture but it gave up no secrets and set off no more resonances in his memory. It might have been anywhere at all. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Sorry. I don’t just remember it wrongly. I don’t seem to remember it at all. Not just the house, the entire holiday. I remember bits I suppose; the drive down there mainly, and trying to surf and the smell of the place but, well …’ He shrugged. ‘I must have blanked it out.’


‘Scary,’ said Harriet. ‘Christ knows what staying there is going to dredge up from your unconscious. Maybe you should book somewhere else?’


‘Oh no,’ he insisted. ‘I want to go. I’m curious. And it’ll be good for Mum. Old familiar places seem to stimulate her.’


‘But you can’t take her,’ Harriet wailed.


‘It’s no good,’ Poppy told her. ‘His mind’s made up. He’s already planning which books to take and what goodies to pack for picnics.’


Curious, some of the others had gathered. Freed at last from their sons, Sandy had slipped an arm around his wife’s neck.


‘Well if he’s not taking a significant other after all,’ he said, ‘maybe some of us should invite ourselves.’


‘Taking the Aged Ps is bad enough,’ Poppy said firmly. ‘He doesn’t want whole tribes tagging along.’


‘Oh, I dunno,’ Will told her. ‘It might be fun and whoever came could take the Aged Ps off my hands now and then.’


There was a quick flurry of present opening, during which Will became mildly hysterical because three people had given him vases, then gradually the party dissolved. The girls from the shop and Harriet buried their differences by loading the dishwasher and the solicitors tidied away leftovers. The younger and poorer of Will’s employees gleefully accepted his offer of doggy bags. Children were borne away, fractious from sunshine and social competition. Cheeks were kissed, promises made to stay more closely in touch. The groomless reception was done.


Left alone at last, Will noticed that he had been left with the paddling pool. Barefoot – he had kicked off his new shoes as soon as the last guest was gone – he trod down one side of it to let the water spill out and soak away into the grass. Then he folded the incongruous object away into a large carrier bag and left it by the front door to await collection. He did not have to wait long. He had barely had time to flop on to his bed and close his eyes when the doorbell rang.


‘Hi,’ Sandy said, slipping in and kicking the door shut behind him. ‘Managed to forget the paddling pool. I’ve got half an hour,’ he added, taking Will in his arms and kissing him. ‘Happy birthday. I’ve been wanting to do this all afternoon.’


‘But …’


‘Trust me. I’m a doctor.’


Will had been his brother-in-law’s lover since the week after Sandy and Poppy returned from their honeymoon. If heavy petting counted as commitment then the relationship actually predated the marriage. Will had suffered from a weakness for Scottish accents, red hair, muscular legs or any combination of the above since developing a doomed but loyal crush on an ex-policeman who gave gym classes at his school. When Poppy announced she had fallen in love with a young general practitioner who mended her puncture on a cycling holiday in the Borders, he was as glad for her as he was jealous. When he was allowed to meet the happy couple, it became rapidly evident that Sandy was one of those men who had a problem with their girlfriend’s gay playmates. In Will’s company, he became surly, either unforthcoming or aggressively male.


‘He thinks I’m hopelessly effete,’ Will told her. ‘But that’s fine. He may be a jerk but he’s a sexy one. You love him and I’m very happy for you. After all, you’re the one that’s got to sustain a relationship with the bastard.’


‘But I want you two to be friends.’


‘Poppy, let me break it to you gently: it’s not going to happen.’


‘But I think I want to marry him.’


‘Oh. Well it’s still not going to happen. No cosy drinks with the brother-in-law. Don’t look like that. We’ll survive!’


‘I don’t understand it. Normally he’s so sensitive. Maybe it’s because I told him you had a thing about Scotsmen …’


‘Well reassure him, for God’s sake! Tell him he’s not my type. Tell him I only go for swarthy Celts.’


The happy couple became engaged. Relations between Will and Sandy did not improve. Sorrowing, he resigned himself to seeing less of Poppy and more of Harriet, who did her best not to let her triumph show. Then came an invitation to the stag party. Appalled, Will trusted that Sandy was offering an olive branch, not planning to humiliate him. He accepted to avoid family ructions, also because his spiteful side sensed that Sandy had counted on a cowardly refusal.


‘I could no more deal with a lap dancer than I could drink hog’s blood,’ he told Poppy. ‘I hope you appreciate what I’m going through for you.’


‘It’ll be fine,’ she insisted. ‘There aren’t going to be strippers or anything stupid. I’ve made his best man promise. It’s just going to be dinner and a load of booze in some dining club in Birmingham with a bunch of his med school pals.’


If that sounded bad, the reality was far worse. Will had spent a lousy morning protecting the library from an invasion of destructive schoolchildren and a draining afternoon trying without success to plead with the finance committee to raise his budget to allow for visits by celebrity children’s authors. He arrived in Birmingham late and fractious to find everyone drunk already so he spent the whole evening being always that crucial bit nearer sobriety than anyone else. The conversation consisted of medical school gossip, anecdotes that meant nothing to him and smutty jokes whose misogyny and racism made him blanch. The waitresses were molested, the (admittedly filthy) food insulted, bread was thrown, napkins set on fire. At the far end of the table from Sandy, who appeared to be enjoying himself immensely, Will guessed he was seeing a side to his brother-in-law elect which his sister wilfully ignored or innocently assumed to have been outgrown. There were no strippers or lap dancers. There was, however, pudding and no spoons. And pudding consisted of a young woman borne in on a large catering tray, naked except for a liberal coating of raspberries, whipped cream and little meringues.


‘Tuck in, boys,’ she invited as the tray was set down amongst them. As luck would have it, Will found himself sitting by the pudding’s head so, while the others ate with slavering gusto, he could at least make conversation to take her mind off her ordeal. Did she do this on a nightly basis, he asked her. Was she trying to earn her Equity card? No? And she also danced with a python. Oh, how interesting.


As if this experience were not sufficiently excruciating, the management then asked them to leave when the partying grew too rowdy and, in the ensuing kerfuffle, the friends proved less than loyal, scampering off to some night-club leaving the bridegroom behind in their drunken haste.


‘It’s OK,’ Sandy assured Will. ‘Didn’t want to go there anyway. Look. Come back to my place for a night-cap.’


All Will really wanted was an early night with a good book but he was fairly sober still and owed it to his sister to see her intended safely home. Sandy had lost his keys, however, and his wallet – or they had been snatched by one of his friends in lieu of chaining him naked to a lamp-post. With deep reluctance, sensing it would involve him in all manner of complications as the wedding day dawned with Sandy cashless, keyless, suitless and in the wrong place, Will helped him fall into a taxi and gave the driver his own address in Barrowcester.


Sandy leaned heavily against him all the way home, sustaining a monologue along the lines of, ‘That was so disgusting I can’t believe they sprang that on me that poor kid you won’t tell her will you God that was so disgusting …’ He continued to lean heavily on Will as they lurched up the stairs to his flat, a heavy arm clamped across his shoulder, only now the monologue changed into a less chest-beating, more hesitant mode, full of false starts and pauses which seemed to spell out volumes Will would much rather not read.


‘It’s not as if –’ he now began. ‘I mean I don’t even – I mean I do but, well, not always and not even then. Do you see what I’m saying? I didn’t actually enjoy it back there any more than you. Not that I’m, well, you know.’


‘I know, Sandy,’ Will said briskly. ‘Believe me, I know.’ He unlocked the door, swung Sandy inside and lurched him in the general direction of the sofa. But Sandy became suddenly immobile and was holding him even more tightly.


‘Could I just …?’ he began.


‘What?’


‘Could I just kiss you?’


‘Sandy, you’re drunk. Very, very drunk.’


‘So? I still want to kiss you.’


‘Is this some stag-night thing? Like paying a last visit to a tart or getting a tattoo somewhere silly because if so then –’


Sandy’s embrace was a kind of ravenous assault, a feeding frenzy of boxed-up desire. He had the strength of drunken impulse as well as surprise on his side and several seconds passed before Will could fight him off and back away, eyeing him warily.
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