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To the memory of my mother and my step-father. 


Those we love travel with us always.










ONE


To be serious only about sex


Is perhaps one way, but the sands are hissing


As they approach the beginning of the big slide


Into what happened.


John Ashbery
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Early spring, the new millennium, a young woman walks backwards along the deck of a boat. She goes slowly, is bent almost double, holds in her left hand a ladle and in her right a pot of hot pitch. From the spout of the ladle she pours a thin ribbon of pitch into the seams where all yesterday she tapped in lengths of oakum with a mallet and bosun’s chisel.


So it begins, simply, with work.


The boat is raised on wooden stilts, the deck twenty feet above the ground, that hard standing of rubbled concrete and brick where the warmth of the new season has brought out unlikely patches of pale flowers, their roots in shallow veins of earth. Around the boat is the yard, a place where ships were once built – ferries, coal-lighters, trawlers, a wooden minesweeper during the war – but now given over to the servicing and maintenance of pleasure craft, some on their stilts, others tied up at the pontoons. There is a sound of power tools, radios, the now-and-then rapping of a hammer.


She is alone on the deck. For the work, for ease of movement and access, the mast has been unstepped, and all the rigging, together with stanchions and guard rails, has been removed and stowed away. When she finishes one seam she immediately begins the next. In the pot, the pitch is cooling. As it cools it thickens. She will have to stop at some point soon to light the gas-burner in the galley and heat it again, but not yet.


Below her, standing in the shadow of the boat’s steel hull, a young man is dipping bolts into white lead and softly singing to himself. He is tall, blue-eyed, patrician. His fair hair, luxurious at a distance, is already starting to thin. His name is Henley but he is known and prefers to be known as Tim. There is some question, still unresolved, as to whether he and the girl on deck will sleep together.


He pauses, a bolt in his gloved fingers, calls up, ‘Maud! Maud! Where art thou?’ and getting no answer, grins and goes back to his work. He does not know her well but knows she does not do banter, does not in fact seem to understand what it is. This he finds funny and endearing, a trick of character, a benign absence, to be numbered among those things he most likes about her, such as the bluntness of her blunt brown stare, the curls of her hair that are flicks and half-curls because she cuts her hair short as a boy’s; the inked lettering on her arm (the underside of her left forearm), a surprise the first time you see it that makes you wonder what other surprises there might be. The hint of Wiltshire in her voice, the way she sucks on a cut but does not mention it, the way her breasts are not much larger than peaches and hard, he thinks, as peaches. Yesterday, when she pulled off her jumper, he saw for the first time two inches of bare belly above the waistband of her jeans and felt an entirely unexpected seriousness.


They are both members of the university sailing club. The two others who came down with them have driven back to Bristol, perhaps, thinks Tim, to give them a bit of space, a bit of privacy. Is that what Maud thinks too? That the scene is set?


He can smell the pitch she’s using. Also the faint sweet rotten smell of the river, the old piles, the mud, the amphibious vegetation. This is a drowned valley, a place broken to the sea, salt water heaving in and out twice a day under banks of dense woodland, at high tide lapping the roots of the trees, at low tide leaving little creeks of thigh-deep mud bare and glittering. In places, further up river, old boats have been scuttled and left to find their way back to nothing – blackened staves, blackened freeboard, some so old and rotten they might have carried Vikings, Argonauts, the first men and women of the world. There are herring gulls, egrets, cormorants, a resident seal that rises without warning at the side of boats, eyes like a Labrador. The sea itself is not in view but it’s not distant. Two curves of the river bank, then the harbour, the town, the castles on the headlands. Open water.


Outside the boat shed a figure in red overalls and welder’s goggles is standing like a boxer under a fountain of blue sparks. By the offices, a man in a suit is leaning against an iron pillar, smoking. Tim stretches – a luxurious feeling – but as he turns back to his work, to the boat, there is a movement through the air, a blink of feathered shadow, that is also a movement across the surface of his eye like a thorn scratch. There must have been a noise too – no such thing as silent impact – but whatever it was, it was lost in the hissing of his own blood and left no trace of itself.


He is staring at the ladle, which has come to rest by one of the patches of white flowers, pitch drizzling from the scoop. Maud herself is further off, face up, her arms flung above her head, her head tilted to the side, her eyes shut. It takes an immense effort to keep looking at her, this girl newly dead on the rubbled brick, one shoe on, one shoe off. He is very afraid of her. He holds his head between his gloved hands. He is going to be sick. He whispers her name. He whispers other things like fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck . . .


Then she opens her eyes and sits up. She’s looking, if she’s looking anywhere, straight ahead to the old boat shed. She gets to her feet. It does not appear difficult or painful though somehow she gives the impression she is reassembling herself out of the bricks and flowers around her, rising out of her own dust. She starts walking – bare foot, dressed foot, bare foot, dressed foot – twelve or fifteen steps until, without warning, she crumples to the ground, face down this time.


The welder has been watching it all through the tint of his goggles. He shuts the valves on the tank, pushes up his goggles and starts to run. The other man, the one smoking outside the office, is also running, though more awkwardly, as if running was not really his thing or as if he did not want to be the first to arrive. The welder kneels beside Maud’s head. He puts his lips close to the ground. He whispers to her, rests two fingers on her neck. The man in the suit crouches, Arab style, on the other side of her, the cloth of his trousers tight over his thighs. From somewhere a bell has started to sound, high-pitched and continuous. Others are coming now, more yardsmen in red overalls, the woman from the marina office, somebody in salopettes who must have just come off one of the boats on the pontoon. ‘Don’t crowd her!’ says the welder. Someone, breathless, passes forward a green box. Three or four times the woman from the office says she has called the emergency services. She says emergency services rather than ambulance.


At some point they all notice Tim, the way he is standing there fifteen feet away as if nailed to the air. They notice him, frown, then look back at Maud.
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No stanchions, no guard rail. And she was, perhaps, affected by the fumes from the pitch. The ambulance could be heard coming from a long way off. It had, among other things, to cross the river. When they arrived, the paramedics put a neck brace on Maud then turned her like some precious archaeological find, a bog girl old as Christ, fragile as ashes. Once she was stabilized, one of the paramedics sat Tim on the back step of the ambulance and explained to him that he was suffering from shock but that he wasn’t to worry because his girlfriend was doing pretty well, all things considered. They were going to drive up to the top of the valley to meet the helicopter. The helicopter would fly her to the hospital in Plymouth. She would be there in about half an hour.


When Tim wakes to himself, when the shivering stops and his head begins to work again in a way he can recognize, he is sitting in the marina office with a tartan blanket round his shoulders. Pot plants, filing cabinets, maps of the river. A poster, sun-faded, of a sailing boat, one of the old kind of racing yacht, low, over-canvassed, a dozen crew sitting along the windward side, legs dangling. The woman who called the ambulance is talking in a low voice to the man in the suit. She brings Tim a mug of tea. It’s scalding hot and undrinkably sweet. He sips at it then stands and folds the blanket. It takes him a moment to shrug off the idea that he too has been injured, that there is an injury he should find and look at. He thanks the man and the woman (he is nothing if not polite – those schools!) then goes out to where his old Lancia is parked and drives to Plymouth.


It’s nearly dark when he arrives. The hospital seems among the most terrible places he has ever been. He cannot find A&E. He stands for a time in the lit doorway of the genito-urinary unit until a porter asks him if he is all right and points out his way – a path between bushes that leads to a forecourt where ambulances are clustered around wide, rubber-fringed doors.


At reception the woman behind the glass wants to know what he is to Maud and after a pause he says he’s a friend. She won’t tell him Maud’s condition, her status. He thinks she probably doesn’t know. He sits in the waiting room on a worn red bench. An elderly couple is sitting near him. They have the look of people who have recently escaped from a bombed city – or what he imagines such people would look like. A half-hour passes. He goes back to the desk. The woman has been replaced by another woman. This one is friendlier.


‘Hold on,’ she says. She calls the nurses’ station, somewhere on the far side of the swing doors. ‘Stamp,’ she says. ‘Came in on the helicopter this afternoon?’ She listens, she nods. ‘Yes,’ she says, ‘OK . . . Yes . . . Yes . . . A friend . . . yes . . . right . . . Thanks.’ She puts the phone down. She looks at Tim and smiles.


 


Maud is in the hospital for three nights. Her first night is on ICU, then they move her to an assessment ward in an older part of the hospital. From the windows of the ward you cannot see the sea but you can see the light from the sea. Ten women either side of the room, one behind screens with a voice like a child’s, so obese she cannot bear to be looked at.


Maud’s parents, alerted by the hospital, visit from Swindon. They’re both schoolteachers, busy people. They have brought a bag of Maltesers with them and some magazines from which certain pictures have been carefully cut out and already, perhaps, laminated on the machine in the kitchen, images of the physical world or pictures illustrative of the human condition, those aspects most readily taught to schoolchildren. Her mother calls her Maudy, her father polishes his glasses. In the middle of speaking to them Maud falls asleep. Her parents look at her, the wax-white face on the pillow, the bandages on her head like a skull cap. They look round to see if there is anyone calm and medical who might take charge of things.


When she leaves she has a cast on her leg and a pair of crutches. Tim drives her back to Bristol. He has spent the last three nights in a hotel near the docks where Chinese seamen wandered the overheated corridors in their underwear, a wide-hipped strolling from room to room, every room with its door open, parties of men strewn on the beds, smoking and watching television.


He stows her crutches in the back of the car. She is very quiet. He asks if she wants the radio on and she says she doesn’t mind. He wants to know if she is in pain. He asks if she remembers anything. He says he is sorry, and when she asks why he says he doesn’t know. He’s sorry anyway. Sorry she’s hurt.


Her flat is on Woodland Road, not far from the university biology department where she is doing her master’s degree. She has lived there for at least six months but to Tim, when he has followed her up the stairs, the place has an oddly uninhabited air. He has sisters – the twins – and certain ideas about the spaces girls live in, the scented candles on the mantlepiece, dresses on hangers hanging from the backs of doors, throws, wraps, photographs in heart-shaped frames. He can see nothing of this at Maud’s. There are two pairs of trainers and a pair of walking boots lined up in the little hallway. In the living room the furniture is three types of brown. There are no pictures on the walls. Light from the street drains inwards through a big window and falls onto a carpet of the kind intended to endure all insult. Everything is tidy. If there’s a smell it’s just the smell of the building itself.


She sits in one of the armchairs, her crutches on the floor beside her. He makes tea for her though there is no milk in the fridge. She is pale. She looks exhausted. He says he thinks he should stay the night on the sofa, unless of course there was someone else she could call. ‘You’re not supposed to be alone,’ he says. ‘Not for the first twenty-four hours. It’s in the notes from the hospital.’


‘I’m OK,’ she says, and he says, ‘Yes, well, you’re probably not. Not yet.’ Her cupboards are bare. He hurries out to do some shopping. In the supermarket he wonders if he is taking advantage of her, that far from being just a helpful friend he is in fact a manipulative scheming shit. This thought does not go deep. He fills the basket, pays and strides back to the flat, city wind in his face.


He cooks a cheese soufflé. He’s a good cook and the soufflé is light and appetizing. She thanks him, eats three forkfuls. She sleeps upright in the chair. It’s slightly boring, slightly worrying. When she comes to, they watch television for an hour then she goes through the door to her bedroom. He cleans up, lies awake on the sofa under his coat. He would like to find a secret diary and read her secret thoughts. Her sex fantasies, her fear of loneliness, her plans. Does she have a diary? His sisters have diaries, volumes of them, mostly with little locks on them, but he’s pretty certain Maud does not and that if she did she would not be recording her sex fantasies, her fear of loneliness. Through the netting over the window he sees a smudge of moon and when he shuts his eyes he sees Chinamen drifting like cigarette smoke.


He is woken by the noise of Maud throwing up. She has made it to the bathroom; the door is open, the light on, a hard light. He has a back view of her in her nightshirt, bent over the pink sink. She doesn’t have much to bring up. He hovers by the door waiting to catch her but she has wrapped her fingers round the taps, has braced herself.


The Infirmary is a five-minute drive, certainly at this time of night. They admit her straight away, wheel her off in a wheelchair. He doesn’t get to say goodbye or good luck.


 


When he returns the next morning he is told she is on Elizabeth Fry, a ward on the fifth floor at the front. He goes up flights of stairs, broad green steps, a window at every turn, the city opening out as he ascends, revealing itself as several cities, dozens perhaps, each wrapped around the bones of what it grew from. He cannot find Maud at first. The patients in their beds, in their gowns, are all strangely similar. He walks slowly past the ends of beds until he finds her in an annex with five others, her name and date of admission written on the whiteboard above her head.


She already has a visitor, a woman with long grey hair worn free, a pair of leopard-print kitten heels on her big feet. She is gently holding one of Maud’s hands and keeps her hold as she turns to look up at Tim.


‘She’s asleep,’ says the woman. ‘She’s been asleep since I got here.’


‘But she’s OK?’


‘As far as I know.’


‘It’s probably what she needs.’


‘Sleep?’


‘Yes.’


‘It’s certainly,’ says the woman, ‘the sort of thing people say.’ She has a northern accent – Midlands, north Midlands, somewhere like that. He doesn’t really know the Midlands.


‘I’m Tim,’ he says, ‘Tim Rathbone.’


‘Susan Kimber,’ says the woman. ‘Maud’s professor at the university. She called me this morning. She had a tutorial scheduled for this afternoon.’


‘She called you?’


‘She’s conscientious. And they have a sort of phone on wheels, somewhere.’


‘I brought her in last night,’ says Tim. ‘She was being sick.’


‘It was lucky you were there.’


‘Yes. I suppose it was.’


‘You’re a friend.’


‘Yes.’


‘Are you at the university?’


‘I finished the year before last. I did English.’


‘So you read novels for three years.’


‘Actually, a lot of it was reading about novels,’ says Tim. ‘But it must seem a bit thin compared to what you do, you and Maud.’


‘Not really,’ says the professor. ‘Or if it is that might be the point.’


‘I would rather have done music. I should have.’


‘You play something?’


‘The guitar. Some piano. Mostly guitar.’


‘Ah,’ says the professor, her expression softening a little. ‘You’re the guitar player.’


‘Yes. She’s mentioned me?’


‘I quiz all my students relentlessly, particularly about their private lives. Maud of course I had first to teach that she had a private life. I mean something between work and sleep. Something discussable.’


For a moment they both glance over at the bed, the sleeping girl.


‘How well do you know her?’ asks the professor.


‘We’ve sailed a couple of times on the university boat. And once she came to a concert I put on. A lunchtime thing at the church at the bottom of Park Street.’


‘You like her.’


‘Yes.’


‘You want to help her.’


‘Help her?’


‘Rescue her. You’re not alone, I’m afraid. They flit around her like moths, though as far as I can tell she does nothing obvious to encourage it. Boys and girls. It’s her pheromones perhaps.’


He nods. He is not sure what to say to this. She has started to remind him of his mother, though the professor is clearly sober.


‘On the phone,’ says the professor, ‘she told me she had fallen from the deck of a boat. Presumably not into the sea.’


‘The boat was in the yard. She fell onto brick. About twenty feet.’


‘And then?’


‘Then?’


‘You were there, weren’t you? What happened next?’


Tim frowns. For some reason – for several reasons – he has failed to play it back to himself, the half-minute that followed. After a while, in which he seems to see pictures, like portraits hanging in a gallery – the welder under his shower of sparks, the man in the suit smoking, and some white bird, a gull or even an egret, wings spread in emblematic flight over the curled green heads of the trees – he says, ‘She got up. She started walking.’


The professor smiles. ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Yes. That sounds like our Maud.’


 


For a second time he leads her from the doors of a hospital. He has a fresh set of guidance notes. She swings on her crutches at his side. The sky is tufted with small, perfectly white clouds.


He goes shopping again then cooks her a herb omelette with a side salad of imported leaves. She finishes her food, wipes her plate clean with a slice of bread.


He says he will play for her if she wants and when she agrees or does not tell him she does not want it, he drives the Lancia to his flat in one of the tall white houses overlooking the river, views of the suspension bridge on one side, the old bonded warehouses on the other. He rents the place with a Spaniard who works all hours at a restaurant, at two restaurants, at least two. Tim’s share is paid from the family money stream, those trusts, the echo of old work, set up by his grandparents, and which provide him with an income never much more than modest but enough for this, the flat in the white building, the airy views.


The Spaniard’s Spanish girlfriend is asleep on the window seat. She has a nose like a shark’s fin and blue-black hair so thick you would have to cut it with gardening shears. He goes softly past her to his room, chooses a guitar, settles it into its case, clips the case shut and drives back to Maud.


She has showered, changed. Her hair is still damp. He asks if she is feeling better and she says she is. They drink tea (he has bought some milk). She reads for half an hour a volume entitled Medical Physiology (2nd Edition), though her eyes are sometimes shut and the book teeters in her grip. As evening comes on he takes out the guitar and shows it to her. He tells her it’s a reproduction of a René Lacôte and that Lacôte was a celebrated nineteenth-century guitar-maker. This is maple, and on the top, this is spruce. He draws her attention to the abalone rosette, the diamonds and moons on the headstock. He says, in fact, he has an original Lacôte, one that he bought at auction a couple of years ago. He keeps it at his parents’ place. His parents have an elaborate security system. He laughs, then turns on the only lamp in the room and sits under its light.


He plays, she listens. He might imagine this a model of their future together. One piece, a short study by Fernando Sor, she asks to hear again. The guitar has a light sound compared to a modern guitar. It is clear and sweet and seems an instrument designed to play children to sleep.


At ten she rocks herself onto her good foot, readies herself for bed. When she comes out of the bathroom she has a nightshirt on and hangs between the crutches. He is thinking what to say to her – another quote from the hospital guidance notes perhaps – but it’s Maud who speaks first. ‘You can stay in my room,’ she says.


‘OK,’ he says. ‘With you?’


‘Not to have sex,’ she says.


‘Of course,’ he says. Then, more gravely, ‘Of course not.’


In her bedroom the bed is not particularly large, not a full-size double. She gets under the covers, he quickly strips down to T-shirt and boxers. He gets in beside her. She smells – despite the shower – of the hospital, and when she reaches to put off the lamp he sees she still has the hospital ID bracelet on her wrist. She lies with her back to him. She has a small patch of shaved scalp around the wound on her head. They don’t talk. He has an erection he knows will not subside for hours and he keeps his hips back a little so she will not feel it press against her. He listens to her breathing, thinks he hears the moment it settles into the rhythm of her sleep. He wants to stay awake all night and imagines that he will, that he will have no choice, but her warmth enters him like a drug and when he opens his eyes again there’s a fine silt of dawn in the room. She is still there, the broken girl, the miraculous girl. All night they have lain like two stones in the road. He rests a hand on her shoulder. She stirs but sleeps on. In sleep, her nightshirt has ridden up a little and his right knee is touching the back of her left thigh, skin on skin. Under the window the occasional car drones past.


This was their courtship.
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Maud alone for a moment, sitting on the bed nude as an egg, her foot sunk in the cast, no watch or bracelet or jewel of any kind on her, her skin lit by the light of an ancient and implicated city.


Her bedroom – as undecorated as the rest of the flat – is heated by a plug-in and possibly unsafe oil radiator that heats only a rose of air in the immediate vicinity of its grey fins. She has a good tolerance for the cold. All those hours of dinghy sailing in gravel ponds, on the Thames, the seaside. Wet shorts, wet feet. Then all the rest: the stubbed toes, rope-burn, your face slapped by a sail, a bruise on your thigh like a peony in full bloom from losing your footing among the weeds on the slipway.


As a schoolgirl she belonged to the school judo club. The club was in a kind of Nissen hut in the grounds of the boys’ school across the road. It had no obvious ventilation and the small windows ran with condensation, summer and winter. The instructor was a middle-aged man called Rawlins, a one-time European champion but by Maud’s time a semi-cripple who chain-smoked throughout the classes and whose hands were huge and red and murderous. The smell of the place. The thump thump thump of bodies hitting the mat. How to grip up, how to point your feet. Your balance as a secret you carried and your opponent guessed at, reached for. Rawlins saw how she stood her ground, how she was not intimidated by bigger girls, never gave up even when giving up made sense. For a while he thought she might have the necessary oddness to do well in a fighting art. She reminded him of a dog he had once owned that had been killed by a car and that he still sometimes thought about. When she dislocated a finger throwing a girl with tai otoshi he asked if she wanted him to reset it, right there on the mat. This was one of his tests. With Rawlins everything was a test, a way of seeing who you were. She nodded. He took her white hand between his red ones, his gaze made crazy by the smoke drifting up from the cigarette between his teeth. You just keep looking at me, he said, you keep your eyes on old Rawlins, and she did, obediently, while his thumbs felt out the joint.


 


Tim calls to her through the door. ‘You OK in there, Maud?’


‘Yes,’ she calls back.


‘Decent?’


‘Yes.’


He opens the door. ‘Oh, Jesus,’ he says. ‘So sorry.’ He blushes but she doesn’t. Several seconds pass. ‘I’ll be in here,’ he says.
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In July they drive down to his parents’ place. It turns out they grew up within a hundred miles of each other, in neighbouring counties, but while she was in a terraced house in a town, semi-industrial, a transport hub, he was among open fields, stables, copses, lawns. (The local hunt takes twenty minutes to cross his parents’ land, a line of black and scarlet riders, mud like shrapnel from the horses’ hooves.)


They bump up the driveway. It is the Rathbone summer gathering and there are already four other cars parked casually in the yard of the house, big cars dappled with mud. All the way from Bristol he has talked about his family. As they came closer to the house he became more convinced she would not get on with them, would not like them, would find them strange, difficult. Unpleasant.


‘You won’t want to speak to me afterwards,’ he says. And then, ‘Please be as rude as you like.’ And then, definitively, ‘They wouldn’t even notice.’


In the hallway – if that’s what it is, the room (with its own fireplace) that lies beyond the front door (if this is the front door) – a dog puts its snout in Maud’s crotch while other, smaller dogs, chew at her heels. There are old newspapers, dog leads, twenty hats from straw boaters to waxed caps. Waxed jackets, rows of boots upturned on the boot racks, a riding crop propped against a windowpane. In a crystal bowl a dozen brass-ended cartridges are like loose change from somebody’s pocket.


Between the hall and the kitchen are other rooms that seem to have the freedom to simply be rooms. There are dog baskets, armchairs, a table that looks even older than the house. From one of the armchairs a dog, very old, tracks them with milky eyes. Tim’s mother is in the kitchen. She is doing something with flour and fat, her hands sunk in a glass bowl. She is tall with hennaed hair in a tight French plait. She has a floral dress on, laced patent leather boots, a butcher’s apron. She offers Tim her cheek, smiles at Maud. ‘I have cool hands,’ she says, ‘which is perfect for making pastry.’


Children come in – two boys and a girl, the eldest perhaps eight. They are chasing each other but, seeing Maud, become suddenly self-possessed. The girl holds out her hand.


‘I’m Molly,’ says the girl. ‘This is Ish and this is Billy. Are you Tim’s girlfriend?’


The children’s parents arrive, Tim’s brother, Magnus, and his wife, the former model. ‘Is it gin o’clock?’ asks the brother. He and Tim slap shoulders. Magnus looks at Maud, welcomes her to the asylum. Through the kitchen window, on the shining lawn, two teenage girls, their hair in heavy plaits, are playing croquet. There is nothing dainty in the way they handle the mallets. The balls fizz over the mown grass.


It turns out that it is gin o’clock. Magnus spends twenty minutes preparing the drinks, slicing limes, breaking ice in a clean tea-towel, measuring, stirring.


The dog with the occluded eyes has got on to a bench and is eating a biscuit it has dragged from a plate. It has an expression on its face like a martyr in a religious painting.


At the sound of an aeroplane, a thin buzzing in the air, the children all run outside. Tim leads Maud out behind them. They walk towards the stable block. The plane has disappeared but suddenly reappears thirty feet above the road, skims the treetops, then the hedges. Magnus’s wife calls to the children but her voice doesn’t carry. They are running towards the field behind the stables, waving. The plane falls delicately to the grass, bounces, settles, slows, turns and taxis towards the stables. It is a very small plane, silvery and trembling in its movements. It stops a short distance from where the adults and children are now gathered. A door swings up, a large man struggles from his seat. ‘Points for the landing?’ he calls.


To Maud, Tim says, ‘Meet Daddy.’


 


Lunch is long, noisy. The family has manners that are beyond manners. The food is delicious, clever. There is wine from a decanter; there are crystal glasses, none of which match. Maud has been sat next to Tim’s father. She calls him Mr Rathbone and he says Peter will do or shall I call you Miss Stamp? He has red corduroys on, a thick wreath of grey hair, a weathered and immaculately shaved face, a voice that seems to have no back to it, that effortlessly subdues all others. He flew that morning over Salisbury Cathedral and felt proud to be of the race that built it. He says there was a queen called Maud, wasn’t there? Married one of the Plantagenets. He wants to know about her work at the university, her research. She explains, carefully though not at length. Pathological wound healing, tissue repair response, particularly in the elderly.


‘People like me, you mean?’


‘Older,’ she says.


‘Well, that’s something.’


When she speaks about defects in oestrogen signalling, he seems able to follow her. He tells her he was in the army and since then a dabbler – reads a lot, does stuff in the workshops, a seat-of-the-pants pilot. He asks about her accident. The story of her fall has already been recited three or four times. The children particularly like it. The cast came off last week.


‘Do you have any scars?’ asks the ex-model.


‘A couple,’ says Maud.


‘And tell me about this,’ says Tim’s father, taking hold of her left arm with hands utterly unlike Tim’s. He has glasses on a cord round his neck. He puts them on, reads the ink along her forearm (ink that took four hours over two sessions to put in place, her arm bloody on a padded rest).


‘Sauve . . . Qui . . . Peut. Sauve Qui Peut?’


‘Every man for himself,’ says Magnus, refilling his glass.


‘I’m not sure it’s quite that,’ says Tim. ‘Is it, Maud?’


‘Of course it bloody is,’ says his brother.


‘Better,’ says Mr Rathbone, ‘than runes or some Maori nonsense. At least it means something.’


‘By that token,’ says Magnus, ‘she could have had Arbeit Macht Frei. That means something.’


‘Don’t be an ass, Mags,’ says his father.


One of the twins says, ‘There’s a girl at school who’s going to have the Song of Songs tattooed in a spiral around her belly button.’


‘No she’s not,’ says the other twin.


‘But did you know what it meant, Maud,’ asks Tim’s mother, ‘when you had it done?’


‘Mum, please,’ says Tim.


She smiles. ‘It was just a question, dear.’


 


They are given the upstairs guest room at the western end of the house. This is sometimes called the blue room on account of the wallpaper, or the Chinese room on account of a framed scroll that hangs between the windows. They take their bags up there. The room is packed with afternoon sun. Tim frees a fly batting the glass of a window. ‘The children already love you,’ he says.


‘They don’t know me,’ she says.


He puts his arms around her from behind. ‘How long do you have to know someone before you love them?’


‘More than a morning,’ she says.


‘Did you like any of them?’


‘Of course.’


‘Any in particular?’


‘Your father?’


‘When I was a boy,’ says Tim, ‘I was completely in awe of him. Everyone talking about him like he was God. But you need to be careful. I can remember all of us hiding behind a sofa, Mum too, while Dad went from room to room looking for us. It wasn’t a game.’ He holds Maud more tightly, draws her against himself. ‘Anyway, they’ll all be drunk in an hour,’ he says.


 


The long twilight, blue and violet, blue and purple. They stroll in and out of the French windows. They drink gin poured from a blue bottle. The children chase the dogs around the croquet hoops. Tim’s mother, speaking about the light, the loveliness of it, the way it seems to simply fold over everything, becomes incoherent and tearful and plucks at the material of her dress. To Maud, Tim’s father explains that there are three twilights. ‘This one,’ he says, sniffing it, ‘is civil. Later we will have nautical.’


Blue and violet, blue and purple. The twins, their big backsides in pale jodhpurs, kneel on the lawn and dreamily tear at the trimmed grass. Magnus wears an expression of tragic boredom. His wife, in a dress she has sewn herself, drifts after the children.


By the time they sit down to eat it’s nearly eleven and no one has much interest in the food. Tim’s mother has wept and recovered and is now elaborately precise in everything she says. When they have finished, the picked-at food is simply pushed aside. Someone is coming in in the morning. Everything will be taken care of.


The family disperses. Tim takes Maud’s hand, leads her through a door into a passageway and along the passage to a short flight of steps. Here there is a door with a metal face, a keypad at the side of it. This, Tim tells her, is the treasure room. He laughs as he taps in the code and says it’s like the burial chamber in a pyramid. Inside, the room is noticeably cooler than the rest of the house. The walls are whitewashed, lined with shelves and cabinets. There is no window.


He shows her things. ‘I don’t really know what any of this is worth,’ he says.


There’s some heavy Victorian jewellery. A portrait, palm-sized, attributed to Ozias Humphry, of a young woman with red hair. There’s a first edition of J. M. Barrie’s The Little White Bird (with a dedication to ‘pretty little Lilly Rathbone’). There’s a portfolio of watercolour sketches by Alfred Downing Fripp, mostly of children on the sea-shore. There’s a wind-up gramophone, a Webley revolver someone in the family carried at the second battle of Ypres. There’s a ritual mask from somewhere in central Africa carved from a dark and oily wood, an artefact that seems to speak a dead or irrecoverable language but not itself to be dead, not at all. Tim poses with the mask over his face, the revolver in his hand. ‘My place or yours,’ he says, his voice muffled by the wood.


On a low shelf, in a creased brown case, is the guitar. He lifts it out, and after a second of hesitation, puts it into Maud’s hands. Lacôte, Luthier, Paris 1842. Breveté Du Roi. It appears to be in almost immaculate condition. It is surprisingly light, buoyant. Around the sound hole is a pattern of tortoiseshell with gold and mother-of-pearl inlays. She hands it back. He sits on a stool and begins to tune by ear.


‘Old guitars,’ he says, ‘don’t necessarily improve with age. Most of them lose tone. But this one’s exceptional.’ He runs his fingers over the strings, sounds a chord, adjusts the tuning. He plays the beginning of something, fifteen, twenty bars of a dance. ‘The acoustic here is shit,’ he says. ‘But you get the idea.’


In her own house – her parents’ house – there was a laminating machine, the television, her mother’s wedding ring. Some painted plates on the wall in the living room. Paperbacks.


‘Why do you keep it in here?’ she says. ‘It’s like having a boat you never sail.’


‘It costs about the same as a boat,’ he says. ‘And it’s a lot easier to steal.’ He puts it back in its case, lifts the case back onto the shelf, turns to find Maud looking at the African mask as if the mask were looking back at her. He has not seen anything quite like that before. He decides not to think about it.


When the treasure room is locked again, sealed, the alarm reset to active, they move together, quietly, through the part-lit house. It’s late. There’s no one around. He opens doors for her, invites her to peer into the empty rooms. Each room has its particular smell. The drawing room is leather and flowers; the little drawing room is last winter’s last fire. The study stinks of sleeping dogs. The music room smells of the beeswax worked into the black wood of the piano. Everywhere, on every surface, there are pictures of children and dogs. Upstairs, it seems they must be the last ones to bed, the last awake, but when Maud with her wash bag finds her way to the nearest bathroom the light is on and the shower running. She sits on the step opposite the door and waits. The shower stops and a minute later Magnus comes out with a towel round his waist. At supper, while topping up her glass with good wine he told her, in a voice he might, in other circumstances, have used to pass on sensitive financial information, ‘This is an all-or-nothing family. We tend not to take prisoners.’ Now, seeing Maud on the step, he grins at her, whips off his towel, slowly wraps himself again and plods away along the corridor. ‘Goodnight,’ he calls over his shoulder. ‘Funny girl.’


 


In the blue room, the Chinese room, one o’clock in the morning, Tim hunches over Maud like a man who has stumbled, a man preparing to be flogged. Every few seconds he makes a quivering, doggish thrust, sinks into her, slides out a little. They have been lovers for five weeks. Each time they do it he wants to drive her mad but each time it’s himself he drives mad. The gasps, the hushed exclamations, are all his. With Maud there’s just a subtle thickening of the breath. Has she been louder with other men? He frets over whether he is doing it right; if he should, for example, be crashing into her frenziedly rather than this slow stop-start fucking that, at twenty-six, appears to be his sexual character, his sexual fate.


He has not told her what Professor Kimber said in the hospital about the flitting moths. He is not sure how much he wants to know. If she didn’t encourage them, does that mean she didn’t go with them? Or does it mean they didn’t need encouragement, that Maud as Maud was encouragement enough? That quality in her he has not yet found the word for but that seems located in her gaze, something undesigned, vulnerable, subtly immodest, that might suggest to all manner of people who approached directly enough, boldly enough, she would simply lie down and let them do it.


What has he found? Who has he found? Is this a wise love?


The room is not entirely dark. Electric light seeps under the door from the corridor, and there’s a scattered light in the air itself, the light of summer nights, like phosphorescence at sea. Her eyes are shut, her arms loosely by her head, Sauve Qui Peut a block of shadow on one palely gleaming forearm.


He changes the rhythm. The old bed jangles. It is, in some curious way, like a children’s game. He kisses her throat and she lifts her hips to him. It’s too much. He has a condom on but feels he is flooding her, has access to her blood and is flooding her. He buries his face in her shoulder, is briefly blind, erased. For a few joyful seconds the whole world rests on the peeping of a nightbird in the trees by the stream. Then the room reassembles itself. She reaches between them, touches the end of the condom. It means – for they have learnt this last month to read each other’s sexual dumb-show – that he should come out of her and carefully. He kneels up. She shifts off her back and swings herself to the side of the bed. For a while she sits there looking towards the uncurtained window, then wipes the sweat from under her breasts with the blades of her hands.
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A night sail to the Île-de-Bréhat in the university boat. Twenty-four hours if the wind is fair, the course as south as they can sail it, cut the shipping lanes at right angles, raise the La Peon lighthouse or Les Heux, pick their way in through the currents.


There are six of them – three young men, three young women. In experience there is little to choose between them though some, like Maud, know more about dinghies than yachts, are more at ease working purely with sail and wind than passage planning and tidal curves. As a matter of club policy they have (in the pub in Bristol) appointed a captain. The choice was made by ballot, the names written on Rizla papers, the papers folded and dropped into a clean ashtray. Tim won by a single vote and promised to flog them all for the merest indiscipline. Maud received two votes, one of them from Tim. As for whether Maud voted for him, he knew there were two who did not and prefers to assume she was not one of them.


They leave on the morning tide. The wind is from the west, force three to four, the boat moving in stately rhythm and heeling just enough to make a pencil on the chart table roll slowly to the leeward side. As they come clear of the shelter of the bay there are cross-currents, fields of green water stubbled with short choppy waves that make the hull jitter and send wisps of spray to darken the wood of the deck. But this is sailing at its easiest, its most pleasant. Summer air, the boat’s shadow like black silk hauled just beneath the water’s surface, the crew fresh, fresh-faced, the forecast excellent. In the afternoon the wind backs towards the south. There’s a rain squall they watch arriving from miles off that leaves the boat’s hundred surfaces shining and dripping. England disappears in the murk astern then appears again in uncanny green detail as the weather blows through.


In the last good hour of daylight they prepare a supper of chilli con carne (chilli sin carne for the one vegetarian), have a single glass of wine each, mugs of coffee. They switch on the navigation lights and begin the watches. In another hour they will be up in the shipping lanes with vessels of fifty thousand tonnes, a hundred thousand tonnes, some moving so fast that a light on the far horizon could be on top of them inside of fifteen minutes. Ships that by rumour and repute travel blind or nearly so, some man or other dozing on a part-lit bridge sixty metres above the water.


At ten to three in the morning, Tim and Maud are woken for their watch and move from thin sleep into the life of the boat, the tilted world. The off-going watch has made hot drinks for them. A voice, amused, calls Tim ‘skipper’. On the chart table under a red lamp the English Channel is pinned by weights of lead wrapped in leather. Soft lines show their progress. The last fix places them thirty miles west of Jersey. In the cockpit Maud takes the tiller. Tim goes forward to look for shipping. Off the starboard bow are the heaped lights of a RoRo ferry; something much smaller off the other bow – a trawler, perhaps, from the odd way she’s lit up. He watches for a while, sees how her bearing changes, then makes his way back to the cockpit.


‘OK?’ he says.


‘OK,’ she says.


She has a blue Helly Hansen jacket on, jeans, sea boots.


‘You should have a hat,’ he says and points to his own.


The light of the binnacle on her face, the eeriness of that light. She’s peering up at the mainsail, the dove-grey ghost of it under the masthead light. She lets the boat fall away from the wind then brings it up a point and settles it. Tim puts half a turn on the headsail winch. The ferry is already passing them. He thinks he hears its engines. Perhaps he does.


‘Turn right,’ he says, ‘and we could sail for America.’


She nods. She’s concentrating.


‘Would you like that?’


‘Yes,’ she says.


‘Good,’ he says. ‘I’ll pop below and cut their throats.’


‘OK,’ she says.


‘You may have to help me heave them over the side.’


‘OK.’


‘Or would you like to cut their throats?’


‘Are you keeping watch?’


He reaches across, touches the cold cloth of her jeans. ‘OK,’ he says. ‘I’ll behave.’


At twenty-minute intervals they swap roles, one to the tiller, one to the slatted bench on the leeward side to keep watch under the foot of the sails. The urge to keep talking to her, to keep her attention, is disturbingly strong. Love is making him slightly foolish. Here they are, crossing the English Channel at night, and he, the nominal captain, is thinking of the chocolate in his pocket and whether she would let him feed it to her so that he could feel for a moment the slight damp heat of her mouth on his fingertips. He should shake this off. He should assume his responsibilities. Come on, Rathbone! But beyond all admonition is his belief that the world is secretly powered by people in exactly the condition he is now, melodic, lit up, the nerve-trees of their brains like cities seen from the air at night . . .


Over the eastern horizon, the morning star. At twenty to six the sun is rising. Briefly, sea and air appear as things new made and they are Adam and Eve drifting on a vine leaf, a morning in Eden. Then fog comes down as fog can, long fingers of it winding shyly around the things of the boat and thickening until visibility is down to thirty yards, then ten. Tim fetches the horn, shouts up the rest of the crew. They stand by to start the engine, to drop the sails. The sea rustles at the side of them. The fog is theatrical, impenetrable. Tim sounds the horn – one long blast and two short. There’s someone below watching the radar, everyone else is on deck, leaning into the fog. They begin to hear the horns of shipping. They speak in whispers, see shapes, imaginary headlands, vessels of smoke. On the VHF, the open channel, comes a sudden voice in a language none of them recognize. The cadence is unusual. It may be a warning of some sort but it sounds more like a recitation or a call to prayer.
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In her pigeon-hole in the biology department she finds an advertisement for a job. It’s been cut out of the New Scientist, and in the margin, in Professor Kimber’s handwriting – Interested?


The job is for a project study-manager leading, in a year or two, to a position as clinical research associate. The company is called Fenniman Laboratories, American-owned but with a UK base in Reading. She applies and is called for an interview. She takes the train from Bristol. The journey takes her through Swindon, and as the train slows she looks up from the papers in her lap (the glossy folder of information about the company) and takes in the utter familiarity of the view – the car parks, the billboards, the old engine sheds and workshops, converted or derelict. The station is a bare half-mile from where she grew up and where her parents still live. Further off is the school she went to (not one her parents ever taught at) and beyond that, at the not-quite-visible edge of the town, the house on the estate where, at fifteen, she lost her virginity to the father of the children she babysat for. Twenty minutes on his marriage bed, the satiny counterpane, late-afternoon light on the wall and strict instructions about which towel she could use when it was over.
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