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For William and Cheryl; 
They know why.




 Chapter One

For some time I have been planning to murder Helen. It will be a traceless crime, that is the beauty of it. There will be absolutely nothing to link her to me. My name does not appear in her diary or address book. No neighbour will recall a woman of my description at her door. Helen, of course, does not know of my existence - and it is this that gives me my power over her and will make my crime possible. Robert is another matter altogether - ‘a horse of a very different colour’, to use one of his expressions. He will quickly be drawn into police enquiries.

I imagine him having to tell Mary, his wife, that he has to go with the officers to the police station to answer some questions. Mary will look up from a seed catalogue, her customary expression of detachment for once lifted into curiosity. ‘What on earth for? The police station?’ It makes me smile to think of it. The smooth surface of his well-ordered life will be ruffled and disturbed. He will have some explaining to do.

There are all sorts of technical problems about how actually to get hold of Helen, lure her down here to my cottage in Somerset to give me the opportunity of smashing her head in with a brick, running her over, or pushing her off Alfred’s Tower, our 160-foot local landmark. I thought of this possibility at Easter as I viewed, with knees trembling from the climb and the height,  distant Longleat and the landmarks of three counties. She would sail through the air, her mouth open in surprise, her beautiful and thoughtful clothes filled with rushing air, her expensive London haircut of no help to her now in her headlong fall to the ground below.

I’d decided against stabbing. I didn’t like the idea of spurting blood and I wasn’t convinced that I’d be able to plunge a knife into warm and living flesh. Pushing or bashing were a possibility. The other day when I telephoned her I found her intonation particularly annoying. She says, ‘Haylo?’ and her voice is little and feminine. I much prefer Mary, who barks, ‘Halow?’ with all the emphasis on the second syllable, as if you are interrupting something important. Anyway, I put the receiver down as usual. Just checking. Helen enjoys embroidery and since her husband finally divorced her a year ago, she plays bridge in the afternoons and has taken up golf. If I had to make a list of things I would most hate to do, these three would be at the top. We are so different, you see. All Helen’s occupations require patience, refinement, careful thought and consideration, whilst I go at things with a rush and a clamour. Tortoise and hare - and I know very well who won that particular race.

All this I think about in the soft summer nights. I live so far away from other habitation that a car passing at night along my lane wakes me and I lie in the velvety darkness with the curtains breathing at the open cottage window and I plot Helen’s death. Having murder in my heart does not mean that I am unhappy. Far from it. This past year at Jerusalem Farm has been good. I love it in the country and, for the most part, do not miss London at all. I get whiffs of the old life when I talk to my cousin, Loops, or my old friend, Poppy, but I don’t envy them the King’s Road or night clubs or places where you can buy panettone. At the village shop here we are very much restricted to sliced white bread and tinned peas. Nothing more foreign than the occasional  grapefruit. I’ve done what my mother, Anne, calls settling down. She is almost proud of me. I rent this pretty cottage, have a dog, and teach the violin at a well-known local girls’ school. All quite satisfactory except for one thing.

I am thirty-two and unmarried.

Robert can’t really be blamed. We are the architects of our own fate and no one could say I wasn’t warned. My Robert thoughts I tend to keep for the morning when the murderous ones of the night are dispelled by the sun twinkling on the wet grass as I let Pilgrim out into the garden. Pilgrim is a gentle brindle greyhound, abandoned when he got too old and slow, and collected by me from a rescue home when I moved to the cottage. He now looks much less like a twist of rusted wire and there is flesh on his ribs. He is inscrutable and trusting and lays his long muzzle on my knee and gazes into my face with his toffee-coloured eyes, ready to love again those who had treated him so cruelly.

As Pilgrim picks his way delicately through the dew to his favoured bush, and the bricks by the back door are warm on my toes, I make my early cup of tea in a special bone china cup and saucer Robert once bought me from a Paris antiques market. These small ceremonies are important to me in these solitary days and, collecting a biscuit for Pilgrim, we go back up to bed, Pilgrim’s bunched, racing haunches sloping up the steep stairs in front of me.

I allow him onto the bed and he lies like a warm log, sighing with pleasure. Where is Robert waking? I imagine him stretching and grunting, farting too. He is never embarrassed by the mechanics of his body. He is, if nothing else, comfortable with himself. Sometimes I run my hands down my own flanks, feeling my skin soft and silky. This is what he would feel. But of course, it isn’t the same and only arouses a sense of loss.
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If anyone helped it start, apart from me, it was Poppy. Five years ago, she and I were playing in a string orchestra in a dismal disused cinema in an unfashionable part of North London, somewhere like Burnt Oak and there he was in the audience. Robert is a very large man and his head towered above the small crowd; he is always noticeable because of his height and his Roman Emperor looks. He wears his hair rather long and that night I noticed how it swept straight back to curl on the collar of his expensive overcoat.

Poppy knew him. He came over to talk to us after the performance and was kind and amusing. He asked me how I was managing financially, as people often do of young professional musicians, and I said, ‘Not very well,’ and told him about a grant I was applying for, to play in Northern Ireland. He wondered if he could help and handed me his business card.

‘Give me a ring,’ he said, and looked into my eyes a little too long. I knew this later as a knack he has. It makes people feel he is especially interested in them and invites reckless confidences from women.

‘Thanks,’ I said, turning the card over in my hand.

He smiled and held my eyes again. ‘Have you any idea of the effect of a beautiful young woman playing the violin?’

Later I told this to Poppy as we stood in the street waiting for Chris, Poppy’s husband, to collect us. I dug his card out of my coat pocket. She snorted. ‘You are pathetic, Harriet Lennox. Flattery will get anyone everywhere with you! You’re on to a good one there though. Robert Mackintosh is on the Arts Council and a Director of the Royal Academy. He’s chairman of the music publishers - you know, Mackintosh’s, the same name. Old family business. My father knows him quite well.’ Poppy’s father was a distinguished horn player.

‘Married?’

‘Of course. Never see his wife, though - he’s always  on his own. He’s very attractive, isn’t he, for a man of his age. Give him a ring, for God’s sake. Prostitute yourself for Art. You’d make him a lovely mistress.’

I laughed because she was joking.

I put his card beside my bed and looked at it often but waited three days before I telephoned him. Then I spoke to a very chilly secretary who said he was in a meeting. When I asked if he could ring me back, she took my number and managed to convey by her tone that she would screw it up and throw it in the bin the moment I put the receiver down.

Feeling ridiculously nervous, as if I was anticipating something momentous, I hung around for a while until the silence in my flat became overpowering and oppressive and I could not ignore the telephone as it crouched, obstinately refusing to ring. Finally, using a technique that often works, I ran a hot scented bath and was forcing myself to lie back in the foam when the telephone rang.

It was Robert. His voice sounded wonderful - deep and dark brown. He was assured and confident and relaxed. I could feel my heart beating in my throat as I stood naked talking to him, my feet leaving wet prints on the Oxfam rug made in a co-operative in some remote Indian village. It seemed he had telephoned several people on my account and had some helpful suggestions to make.

‘Look,’ he said, ‘would you like to meet me for lunch? How about Wednesday?’ He sounded as if he was flicking through a diary.

‘Yes, of course, I’d love to. Where?’ We arranged to meet at Covent Garden.

Just at the point when our conversation had come to an end, he said, ‘What are you wearing?’

I giggled nervously. ‘Nothing, as it happens. I was in the bath.’

A pause.

‘Oh God!’ he said, and rang off.

I telephoned Poppy immediately.

‘He wants a London bonk,’ she said.

‘Do you think so? He’s so nice. Why can’t I meet uncomplicated men? I don’t need an old married man like him.’

‘Come round,’ said Poppy. I could hear her baby, Jess, screaming in the background. ‘I’m so fed up with this fucking baby.’

We both laughed. Poppy loved Jess to distraction. She had been married then for four years to Chris, a banker, who was pink and fair and straightforward, and who loved Poppy for her wild tumbling black hair, her exotic slanting eyes and her precarious profession as a violinist. No one at the time could think what Poppy saw in him, but I knew. He represented a good stake in bricks and mortar. He had insurance policies and a shiny company car. He took the world seriously and was thoroughly grown up. He was exactly what Poppy needed as the father of her child.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’ll come now.’ I got dressed in a tight skirt and a silly cotton gypsy top and put on high velvet heels. I painted my mouth scarlet. I felt dangerous and very, very sexy. However, on my way down my dirty hot street I twice fell off the heels and made some workmen laugh. I gave them the finger. I stopped at the off-licence and bought a bottle of cold white wine and a chocolate Easter egg for Jess which I realised was a mistake as soon as I was out in the hot street again.

It was warm and stuffy on the Tube and gusts of hot wind blew down the tunnels. I teetered along Poppy’s road, past the derelict houses to the up-and-coming end where the doors had been painted and sash windows lovingly restored. Poppy had the upper three floors of such a house. Chris had sandblasted and painted everything in hot Mediterranean colours. It looked lovely today, filled with sunshine. Jess had fallen asleep and  lay just wearing a nappy, her hair damp with sweat, one tiny clenched fist on her chest, the other arm flung out to the side.

‘Oh Pops, she’s gorgeous,’ I said. ‘I want a baby just like her. I want one this afternoon, right now.’

‘No, you don’t, you fool,’ said Poppy. She looked exhausted, with plum-coloured rings under her eyes. ‘God, I envy you. I’ve forgotten what it’s like to be free.’

‘Not very nice, really,’ I said. ‘I long to be the reason someone hurries home from work. I’d hold our lovely baby up at the window as Daddy came down the street.’

Poppy groaned. ‘All Chris hurries home for is sex. He seems to think of nothing else, while I’ve gone off it completely.’

I’d heard Poppy make this type of remark quite a lot recently. She looked so lovely, slim again after the baby; with her long legs and beautiful smooth brown skin, it seemed to me no wonder Chris felt like he did. I knew, however, that I was supposed to sympathise.

‘I lie there trying really hard to think of something else. Sometimes I try and name the counties of England, alphabetically, or the stops on the Circle Line.’

‘Poor Chris,’ I said.

‘What about me? Poor me, you mean. Honestly, Harriet, I can’t bear it. All that humping, and all the pretending. I can’t stand being squashed and the breathing in my ear. I feel too tired. I just want my body to myself.’

‘God! I can’t imagine feeling like that,’ I said.

‘I can quite believe it, because sex is still fun for you. A recreation, not a duty.’

‘You do make married life seem like a sentence.’

‘No, of course it’s not. Lots of it is lovely. What I’d really prefer is just to be cosy. To cuddle on the sofa - but oh no, that won’t do. It’s five minutes of sex and then on with the television, get a beer out of the fridge. It’s just feeding another appetite. Everyone says I feel  like I do because of having a baby and that I’ll get over it. I just hope that happens before I know the entire London Underground system off by heart. I actually go and sneak off sometimes and look up what comes after where I’ve got stuck, like what station is after South Kensington.’

‘I think that’s worse than having a beer,’ I said.

‘Probably is,’ said Poppy.

Change of subject. ‘What am I going to wear?’ I asked. ‘What do you think his wife is like?’

‘I think she’s very elegant with well-cut and rinsed hair . . . blonde now she’s going grey. I think she wears really expensive classic clothes. And good jewellery. She could afford it, and they live in Scotland so she’ll be tweedy or plaidy - you know, with brooches and Celtic stuff. So you will have to look young and funky. What have you got that isn’t derelict and ethnic?’

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘You know I look like a bag lady.’

‘Well, you don’t today. Wear what you’ve got on today.’

‘I can’t. He’ll think I’m a tart.’

‘Well, you are. Anyway, men of his age, with wives, they like tarty girls. They have all the well-bred, good-taste stuff at home.’

We opened the wine I’d brought and because Poppy didn’t want to disturb Jess by taking her down to the garden, a sooty square bravely planted with geraniums in pots, we drank it in the kitchen, sitting with our legs out of the first-floor window. Poppy’s were miles slimmer and browner than mine, so it was a bit depressing, but I cheered myself up by thinking of how he’d called me beautiful.

We sat and talked and laughed and when Jess woke up I held her hot little body on my lap and gave her a mug of juice. Her fair hair was damp in the delicious scoop at the base of her neck, which seemed as fragile as a flower’s stalk. Poppy made us tea and then we dressed  Jess and pushed her down the road to the supermarket to get salami and tomatoes for supper. When we got back, the telephone was ringing and it was Chris saying he would be late and wouldn’t want feeding. Poppy was very curt with him on the telephone and I wondered how marriages could contain such hostility.

‘Why do you sound so cross?’ I asked.

‘Because I’m fed up with him,’ said Poppy. ‘He comes and goes as if I’m a bloody servant.’ She threw herself into an armchair. ‘I don’t care anyway. Stay and have some supper.’ So I did. We drank some more wine and when Chris got home, looking rumpled and tired, we were noisy and Poppy’s mood had changed again for the better, although she looked exhausted. He kissed us both in turn, me first, and asked what we were celebrating.

‘Hazzy’s found a man,’ said Poppy.

Stupidly, I almost felt I had. It was fun denying it and laughing as Chris asked questions. And that’s how it began. As a bit of a laugh.




 Chapter Two

I felt nervy with excitement about Wednesday’s lunch although I tried to remind myself that it was quite legitimate and that my naughty aspirations were only in my head: nothing need happen to turn them into reality. Half of me argued that a married man was no good to me. I wonder now that I had no feelings for his wife, but somehow I refused to consider her position other than if she let such an attractive man loose she was careless and got what she deserved. I feel ashamed of that now. It puts me in the same camp as Helen.

Half of me believed that I had built the whole thing up and that there was nothing beneath the surface of his teasing, flirtatious remarks. At other times it seemed that I was sailing towards an iceberg . . . a small glittering white shape above the water, while below there was a fatal mass waiting to change the course of my life for ever.

Anyway, I took a lot of trouble over my appearance. It took me all the morning to get ready and in the end I discarded my tart’s outfit, and wore a pair of tight white jeans and a deliberately shrunken yellow cashmere cardigan. I am a tall girl, a ‘big girl’, rather a Nordic type, I like to think. People mistakenly expect me to have been good at sport at school, whereas I spent most games afternoons hiding in the boiler-house under the swimming pool, smoking with my other layabout friends.

Dressed like this, I felt younger and fresher and more alluring to an older man. Casual, fit, sexy. I undid some buttons and wore a maximum uplift bra. I painted my toenails and chose a simple pair of flat sandals that someone had left in my flat after a party. They were expensive. I think they must have been Loops’s booty after some modelling assignment.

I kept looking at my watch and trying to work out how long it would take me to get to the restaurant he’d chosen in Covent Garden. Much later, I found out that Helen had taken him there and that it was a regular haunt of theirs. Too anxious to be coolly late I arrived too early. I wanted a pee but didn’t dare go in before him, and when I stared in the door, two or three waiters sprang forward and put me off. It was the sort of place where they wear napkins draped over their arms and hover about menacingly. I read the menu outside which was written in that especially French loopy writing and noticed that it was very expensive. I was just contemplating going to look for a Ladies when a taxi drew up and there he was, smiling and gesturing at the window and then getting out, head first as big men do, like bulls getting to their feet.

I stood back on the pavement while he thanked and paid the driver and exchanged remarks about Scotland in a very chummy way. Later I knew this easy charm and saw it worked on so many people that it became an annoyance. No wonder Mary grew gruff and monosyllabic. How could anyone compete with this disarming niceness?

He turned to me and held my arms while he scanned my face with special attention, again a fraction longer than was entirely comfortable, then kissed me on both cheeks and made an ‘Mmmm’ noise. ‘You smell wonderful, ’ he said, ‘and look good enough to eat.’ He drew his fingers up the soft sleeve of my cardigan and looked into my eyes as he did so.

When he led the way in, the head waiter appeared and with more exchanged pleasantries showed us to a table and pulled out my chair. We settled ourselves and Robert had a good look at all the other diners before putting on reading glasses and studying the wine list. He was so grown-up and assured. I sat quietly, still wanting to go to the loo but not seeing any sign of one.

‘What are you going to eat?’ he asked. ‘I can recommend this, or this.’ He pointed to the menu. Helen’s dishes, no doubt, I realise now.

‘Yes, lovely. I mean, anything. I love all food.’

He laughed. ‘How refreshing. Most girls nibble lettuce.’

‘Not me. This may be the only meal I get this week,’ I joked.

‘Surely things are not as bad as that?’ he asked.

‘No, of course not. But the summer is always a bit flat.’

And then we talked and I flirted outrageously and squeezed my arms to my sides so my breasts roosted together and watched his gaze drawn to them as I knew it would be. We had a huge lunch and I ate and drank everything that he put before me and he loved feeding me, I could tell.

As I sipped a brandy he very gently traced my hand with a finger and, slightly drunk, I asked, ‘Where is this taking us?’

‘I think that’s rather up to you, my dear. I’ve enjoyed your company very much indeed and will certainly do what I can to help you. As for anything else, I’m a married man and intend to stay that way, and I don’t believe in love affairs. Passion, yes - but not love. If you wanted a lustful friendship with me, that would be wonderful. But it is entirely up to you,’ and he took a sip of brandy and looked into my eyes.

‘God!’ I said. ‘You’re terribly cool and matter-of-fact about it.’

‘Not at all,’ he smiled. ‘My middle-aged heart is beating rather rapidly. In case you believe otherwise, it  is unusual for me to have a beautiful young woman appear to want me. I lead a very sedate life.’

I was half-drunk and relaxed and felt very sexy. I found him hugely attractive. His largeness. His authority. The fact that when he paid the bill he did so with a platinum credit card. All shallow of me, I know, but I am being honest and you need to remember that I was used to a life of relative poverty, of paying my way with equally bankrupt boyfriends, so there is some excuse for my head being so easily turned. He was also disarming, a very good listener but a talker too, so that I felt that he had enjoyed my company as much as I had his.

The waiters were polite and deferential, paying me special attention. As we left the manager said as he held the door, ‘Monsieur is a very lucky gentleman.’

‘Indeed!’ said Robert, smiling and taking my arm in a courtly fashion.

Outside, the London pavements were hot and crowded. The afternoon light glared down and glittered on the hard surfaces of cars and tarmac. I looked at my watch. It was 3.45. It seemed an hour of the day with endless possibilities. I can swear that I had no idea of what was going to happen; I was entirely in his hands.

Robert took my arm and hailed a taxi. He held the door open and I got in. He followed and we sped off. I didn’t catch what he said to the driver.

‘Where now?’ I asked as I leant back on the hot seat. Robert took my hand.

‘A violinist’s fingers,’ he said, ‘and strong wrists. A lovely arm,’ he pushed back the neck of my cardigan, ‘and a lovely shoulder.’ He kissed me beside my bra strap, before gently pulling it down. Oh God! I can remember it now. How that first physical contact made me feel turned to water, dissolved by desire.

‘We’re going to my club,’ he said, ‘where I now stay when I am in London. It’s not a very smart one, more for  country bumpkins like me and their wives. We can have a drink, a cup of tea if you’d like it, and then decide what to do. Have you anywhere you need to be?’

‘In bed with you,’ I said.

The next part was a routine which eventually became familiar. There was the tension of collecting his key and getting me swiftly into the lift - huge and clanking with heavy folding metal doors - and then along a dim corridor and into a rather dull dark room, with two single beds. It could have been night-time. The draped window looked out onto a deep well between tall buildings. It was miles from being seductive.

‘It’s a bit spartan, I’m afraid,’ said Robert as I looked around. ‘Had I known any of this was going to happen I would have chosen something with a little more ambience.’

‘No. It’s fine,’ I said.

He drew me towards him and gently unbuttoned my cardigan and pulled it off my shoulders. ‘Mmm, lovely breasts.’ He slid my bra straps down and then his hands moved to my back and he deftly undid the hooks. My naked breasts looked good. I could see them in the glass of the dressing table. He stroked them and cupped them and rolled my nipples in his fingers, before leaning his head down to take each one in turn into his mouth. I ran my fingers through his hair, which was soft and clean. I undid his tie and some of his shirt buttons while he busied himself with my jeans which were tight and difficult to undo. I worried about the roll of fat that he’d be feeling above the waistband.

‘Here, I’ll do that,’ I offered, and pulled them off. This left me standing in my pants, which I have to say I’d chosen quite carefully, but even so I felt shy and climbed into one of the beds and pulled the sheet up. He meanwhile finished undressing and was busy folding his trousers over a chair. I had to make myself not laugh, especially as he was only wearing boxer shorts and  socks. Completely unabashed he pulled off his remaining clothes and turned to get into bed with me. His cock was huge. Not particularly long but tremendously thick. And that was it. We had a wonderful afternoon of sex and he was a truly great and considerate lover. Afterwards when we lay together in that washed-up time after sex, he was gentle and sweet but I felt that terrible sadness which invades the spirit when sexual excitement wears off. The whole afternoon had been like a dream but in a moment we would have to get up, shower, fumble into our clothes and exchange everyday remarks. He would kiss me goodbye and it would be over.

Casual afternoon sex.

‘What are you thinking of?’ he asked as I lay in his arms.

‘Just how this makes me feel sad,’ I said.

‘Ah,’ he said. ‘The price of sex without love.’

‘Won’t you love me a bit?’ I asked, stung that he should choose this moment to remind me of the limits of what he had offered.

‘Alas, no,’ he said. ‘I shall think of you fondly, and lustfully, of course, but no, I won’t love you. I did warn you of that.’

‘Do you love your wife?’ I asked.

‘No. I’m not sure I ever have. We live in a fairly affectionate and companionable way. She has been a wonderful mother and I will never leave her. Sex isn’t good . . . never was, particularly.’

‘So do you have a lot of girlfriends?’

‘No, my dear, certainly not. I have a long-standing friend I see about every three months. In the past I had numerous relationships which one way or the other hurt Mary very much. I am careful now to protect her and she chooses not to find out.’

‘So is my name going to be added to a list?’ I persisted.

He laughed. ‘Don’t be naughty or I’ll spank you. If  you want to know, you will be my only London girlfriend, if indeed that is what you choose to be.’

‘Yes, please,’ I said, ‘and spank me anyway.’

 



We said goodbye in Robert’s room, for I was going down in the lift first to avoid any embarrassing encounters with other Members. He held me in his arms and kissed me tenderly.

‘You’re so solid,’ he said.

‘What? Thanks very much!’

‘It’s a compliment. You are a big strong girl and I find that very attractive.’

This seemed to me like backtracking. I did not like this word ‘solid’. It was too much like ‘hefty’ and all the other adjectives used to describe tall, broad-shouldered, wide-hipped women. I thought about this all the way home to my flat, and took the opportunity to look at myself in shop windows. Solid. The afternoon felt spoiled. I’d let him see me naked and had twisted and turned with him on the single bed, and all the time he’d been thinking how big I was. What a bloody thing to say. I felt hurt and angry. He was a large man himself, but how typically male that he felt he could make that remark to me. I’d laughed afterwards and pretended that I didn’t mind and he’d kissed me again and said that he would be away for a few weeks but would telephone me when he was again in London.

When I got back I made myself an enormous cheese and mayonnaise sandwich. I was a large size 14, and at my height that seemed all right. Not gross or overweight. I took all my clothes off and having no full-length mirror, stood and looked at bits of me that I could see reflected in the glass of the bathroom cupboard. Yes, I was, well, substantial.

I telephoned Poppy but Chris answered the telephone.

‘Chris, would you call me solid?’

‘Thick, do you mean?’

‘No. Not intellectually. Am I large, Chris? Would you call me hefty? Tell me honestly.’

‘You are deliciously curvaceous,’ he said diplomatically.

‘Huh!’ I said.

Loops was asleep when I telephoned her.

‘Loops, would you call me solid?’

‘What?’ she mumbled. ‘Shit!’ and I could hear something being knocked over.

‘Solid, Loops. Would you say I was solid?’

‘S-O-I-L-E-D?’ said Loops, who is dyslexic.

‘Fat,’ I said.

‘Yeah. You are. Now fuck off and let me sleep.’




 Chapter Three

I have lived here in Somerset for a year. It seemed the right thing to do, to move out of London. I had been thinking for some time of looking for a teaching job, but didn’t fancy lion-taming in a London school. Idly flicking through the Times Educational Supplement one day, I found an advertisement for a violin teacher at a convent school in Salisbury. It was a threequarter-time post, but it was a start. I had an interview and got the job.

After that everything fell into place quite easily. My mother, who has been on her own since my father died fifteen years ago, lives in a Dorset village not far away, and she was pleased at my decision; she started sending me the local paper to help me find somewhere to live. Poppy and I made a list of possible properties for rent and we drove down together one day with Jess strapped into her seat in the back of Poppy’s new Volvo.

Jerusalem Farm was almost impossible to find, tucked into a meandering valley away from anywhere. When we eventually did arrive, the agent for the estate, who had arranged a time to meet us, was standing looking furiously at his watch in the lane.

‘So sorry,’ said Poppy sweetly as we drew up, and the sight of her tangled mane of black hair and slanting eyes changed his manner almost instantly. I’m afraid I was probably a disappointment when I got out of the passenger door and shook his hand.

He couldn’t take his eyes off Poppy in her cut-off shorts and endless legs.

She hitched Jess onto her hip and we set off to look at the cottage. It had a kitchen with a dirty cream Rayburn, a sitting room with an open fire and stairs to two bedrooms and a lovely little white bathroom. Its roof sat neatly over the upstairs windows and the contours of the land fitted snugly around it so it seemed to shrug its shoulders and nestle into the hill behind. I fell instantly in love.

‘It’s so lonely,’ said Poppy. Then: ‘Oh my God! What’s that?’

‘A cow,’ said the delighted agent, laughing. ‘It’s a cow mooing.’

‘What a bloody awful noise!’ she shuddered.

‘I love it,’ I said, peering out of the bedroom window. ‘May I?’ indicating I’d like to open it and look out. The window was stiff but suddenly gave and I leaned out to look at the jumbled lawn and remnants of a flowerbed and the orchard beyond. As far as I could see were green fields neatly tucked and trimmed and threaded with woodland.

Poppy drew her cardigan round her shoulders and shivered. ‘Is this place haunted?’ she asked. ‘Any hung highwaymen, pregnant milkmaids - that sort of thing?’

‘Never heard of any here,’ said the agent, smiling. ‘It’s all quite peaceful, as far as I know.’

I drew my head in from the window. ‘If it is haunted,’ I said, ‘it’s a good ghost. A kindly spirit. I can feel it in my bones.’

It was all settled then. The agent seemed to approve of the fact that I was a respectable teacher. The last tenants, I gathered, had been a bit New Age and Alternative, not much given to cleaning and repairs. He was pleased I had no children or pets and that the rent seemed reasonable to me. I forgot to ask about things like central heating or whether the lane was passable  in the winter. Poppy thought I was mad and said so all the way back to London, which took two and a half hours. I knew I had done the right thing. I used Robert as a referee.

[image: 002]

After that first afternoon alone with Robert I was left wondering if I had made a fool of myself and if I was ever going to hear from him again. I felt stupidly in love and wrote a poem to him on these lines, clumsy and poorly constructed but full of heartfelt meaning. I sent it off to his London office in a brown envelope marked PRIVATE. I enclosed no letter or note. A day later I had a telephone call in the middle of the morning when people with normal occupations would be at work. He was ringing from Heathrow on his way to Amsterdam. I could hear all the airport hubbub in the background.

‘Sweetie,’ he said. ‘Sweetie, thank you so much. The poem was wonderful. I’ve written you one in return. Thinking of you all the time. See you soon,’ and we were cut off.

I put the telephone down in a state of agitation. He was falling in love with me - I knew it. His cool manner had gone entirely. He had sounded breathless with emotion. I felt suddenly confident that I could win him. After all, I had youth and beauty and talent on my side. I had no intention of wrenching him away from his wife, but I did want a protestation of love. I wanted a conquest. I wanted him to sigh and suffer for me. I went over the brief conversation again and again. I could still recall the exact inflexion in his voice. What had I said in return? Very little. I hadn’t had the chance. The sun was shining through the windows of my bedroom and making a warm square on my bed. I felt uplifted and full of excited happiness. He loved me.

The next morning I waited for the post and made myself extremely late for a rehearsal, then had to lie about a doctor’s appointment. I seized the stiff cream  envelope with unfamiliar black writing . . . lovely swooping artistic writing, ripped it open and hastily read the contents. It was a single sheet of matching, expensive card-like paper. The poem he’d written me was short and witty, perfectly rhymed and scanned. It spoke teasingly of middle-aged lust.


Be assured I think of you a lot, 
My feelings range from warm to piping hot . . .



That sort of thing. I stuffed the envelope in my pocket and hurried out. I was pleased that he’d written for me, but disappointed by the lack of ardour. I read it again several times on the Tube and forced myself to feel amused at his style and self-deprecating wit. It was what I should have expected.

I was at this time going out in a rather half-hearted way with a man called Jeremy who worked in advertising. After Robert my feelings towards him changed. At twenty-seven, a bit younger than me, he suddenly seemed gauche and graceless. I was tired of his trendiness, his preoccupation with what was cool and fashionable. When he rang as he usually did to ask me if I was going to the pub on Saturday night, I said no. I wasn’t anyway because I had a concert, but I also felt as if I wouldn’t be seeing him again. We’d been to bed together, reasonably successfully if I’d drunk enough, but not very often because neither of us pursued one another with much conviction. We knew we weren’t going anywhere and now seemed the time to break off. Jeremy wasn’t heart-broken.

‘Have you met someone?’ he asked.

‘No,’ I lied.

 



I became obsessed with missing a telephone call. I dialled 1471 even if I’d only been out for five minutes to get a paper from the corner shop. I already had an  answering service, essential to a performer, but there was never any message. I found out later that Robert never left one as a point of principle, distrusted the very idea of leaving a potentially incriminating message on a machine. I took out my diary and tried to work out the number of days he said he would be away. I couldn’t remember. Eventually I telephoned his office number and the bitch secretary said he was abroad.
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