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‘The literary love child of One Day by David Nicholls and Life After Life by Kate Atkinson. As moving as it is smart, Barnett’s story is about one relationship in three versions, showing how the smallest coincidences and chances can lead to wildly different outcomes’


Fiona Wilson, The Times


‘Excellent … Barnett’s clever and sophisticated plotting weaves the three outcomes seamlessly over a 60-year period … An affecting and thought-provoking read, The Versions of Us will keep you gripped until the tear-jerking conclusion’


Mernie Gilmore, Daily Express


‘Barnett renders an irresistible concept in sweet, cool prose – a bit like a choose-your-own-adventure book in which you don’t have to choose’


Hephzibah Anderson, Observer


‘Clever, but not showy, romantic but not schmaltzy, it’s clear that the buzz around this book is justified’


Deirdre O’Brien, Sunday Mirror


‘Truly enthralling – I simply adored this wonderful novel’


Jessie Burton, author of The Miniaturist


‘It is an unusual and lovely thing to watch an entire romance develop across a novel, not just the fun early bits, or unpleasant mid-life startings-over, or male midlife crises disguised as literary novels. Its very scope is a joy, the technical achievement seamlessly done, and the ending – all the endings – suitably affecting’


Jenny Colgan, Guardian


‘A classic summer read. One Day meets Mad Men’


Metro


‘I absolutely loved [The Versions of Us]. It’s so elegantly and beautifully written … a really wonderful book’


Esther Freud, author of Mr Mac and Me


‘The Versions of Us has already climbed the bestseller lists, and looks set to be this year’s classy choice for the beach … well written, deftly crafted and constantly surprising … an utterly convincing love story about two people destined to be together somehow, no matter what’


Kate Saunders, The Times


‘A triumphant debut … a thoughtful, measured book about the interplay of chance and destiny in our lives’


Elena Seymenliyska, Sunday Telegraph


‘The tantalising “what if?” theme keeps all three stories going at a cracking pace. It is to her credit that youthful Barnett invokes the power of love and loss among both the young and old with equal tenderness’


Christena Appleyard, Daily Mail


‘Both brilliant and astonishingly good’


Elizabeth Buchan, author of I Can’t Begin to Tell You


‘Over the course of 60 years, Barnett cleverly uses these different threads to explore the evolving and challenging nature of love, tested by ambition, infidelity and the practicalities of growing old with someone … a deeply moving and emotional story that has the ability to make you evaluate your own life’


Stylist


‘A good idea is cleverly executed … a confident debut’


Max Liu, Independent


‘Everyone’s talking about The Versions of Us by Laura Barnett. Eva and Jim’s first meeting has three possible outcomes. Barnett interweaves the resulting love stories with their beautifully drawn characters into an elegant, touching tapestry’


Fanny Blake, Woman & Home


‘Barnett’s involving and poignant debut recounts three different arcs for Eva and Jim … impressive’


Patricia Nicol, Sunday Times


‘A clever, romantic debut’


Grazia


‘With shades of Lionel Shriver’s brilliant The Post-Birthday World and a nod to the film Sliding Doors, the debut novel from Guardian writer and acclaimed short-story author Laura Barnett follows three different versions of a couple’s future … an exciting and clever novel. It marks the emergence of a major talent in literary fiction. I can’t wait to see what Barnett does next’


Viv Groskop, Red magazine


‘Thought-provoking and moving’


Cathy Rentzenbrink, Prima


‘Laura Barnett’s ambitious debut novel is rooted in the idea of fate. This is nothing new … but The Versions of Us explores it in a unique, complex and playful way … Barnett choreographs the plotlines deftly, guiding us through the divergent threads with impressive confidence’


Charlotte Heathcote, Sunday Express, S Magazine


‘Each strand is distinct – and equally captivating’


Good Housekeeping


‘A captivating whirlwind of a book that offers readers three variations on one couple’s life … Barnett weaves the myriad strains of her characters’ lives into a cohesive and compelling whole’


Sarah Gilmartin, Irish Times


‘Written with intelligence and warmth’


Natasha Cooper, TLS




For my mother, Jan Bild, who has lived many lives; and for my godfather, Bob Williamson, who is much missed
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‘Sometimes he fantasised that at the end of his life, he would be shown a home movie of all the roads he had not taken, and where they would have led.’


Anne Tyler, The Amateur Marriage


‘You and me making history.
This is us.’


Mark Knopfler & Emmylou Harris
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1938


This is how it begins.


A woman stands on a station platform, a suitcase in her right hand, in her left a yellow handkerchief, with which she is dabbing at her face. The bluish skin around her eyes is wet, and the coal-smoke catches in her throat.


There is nobody to wave her off – she forbade them from coming, though her mother wept, as she herself is doing now – and yet still she stands on tiptoe to peer over the milling hats and fox furs. Perhaps Anton, tired of their mother’s tears, relented, lifted her down the long flights of stairs in her bath chair, dressed her hands in mittens. But there is no Anton, no Mama. The concourse is crowded with strangers.


Miriam steps onto the train, stands blinking in the dim light of the corridor. A man with a black moustache and a violin case looks from her face to the great swelling dome of her stomach.


‘Where is your husband?’ he asks.


‘In England.’ The man regards her, his head cocked, like a bird’s. Then he leans forward, takes up her suitcase in his free hand. She opens her mouth to protest, but he is already walking ahead.


‘There is a spare seat in my compartment.’


All through the long journey west, they talk. He offers her herring and pickles from a damp paper bag, and Miriam takes them, though she loathes herring, because it is almost a day since she last ate. She never says aloud that there is no husband in England, but he knows. When the train shudders to a halt on the border and the guards order all passengers to disembark, Jakob keeps her close to him as they stand shivering, snowmelt softening the loose soles of her shoes.


‘Your wife?’ the guard says to Jakob as he reaches for her papers.


Jakob nods. Six months later, on a clear, bright day in Margate, the baby sleeping in the plump, upholstered arms of the rabbi’s wife, that is what Miriam becomes.


It also begins here.


Another woman stands in a garden, among roses, rubbing the small of her back. She wears a long blue painter’s smock, her husband’s. He is painting now, indoors, while she moves her other hand to the great swelling dome of her stomach.


There was a movement, a quickening, but it has passed. A trug, half filled with cut flowers, lies on the ground by her feet. She takes a deep breath, drawing in the crisp apple smell of clipped grass – she hacked at the lawn earlier, in the cool of the morning, with the pruning shears. She must keep busy: she has a horror of staying still, of allowing the blankness to roll over her like a sheet. It is so soft, so comforting. She is afraid she will fall asleep beneath it, and the baby will fall with her.


Vivian bends to retrieve the trug. As she does so, she feels something rip and tear. She stumbles, lets out a cry. Lewis does not hear her: he plays music while he’s working. Chopin mostly, Wagner sometimes, when his colours are taking a darker turn. She is on the ground, the trug upended next to her, roses strewn across the paving, red and pink, their petals crushed and browning, exuding their sickly perfume. The pain comes again and Vivian gasps; then she remembers her neighbour, Mrs Dawes, and calls out her name.


In a moment, Mrs Dawes is grasping Vivian’s shoulders with her capable hands, lifting her to the bench by the door, in the shade. She sends the grocer’s boy, standing fish-mouthed at the front gate, scuttling off to fetch the doctor, while she runs upstairs to find Mr Taylor – such an odd little man, with his pot-belly and snub gnome’s nose: not at all how she’d thought an artist would look. But sweet with it. Charming.


Vivian knows nothing but the waves of pain, the sudden coolness of bed sheets on her skin, the elasticity of minutes and hours, stretching out beyond limit until the doctor says, ‘Your son. Here is your son.’ Then she looks down and sees him, recognises him, winking up at her with an old man’s knowing eyes.
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VERSION ONE
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Puncture


Cambridge, October 1958


Later, Eva will think, If it hadn’t been for that rusty nail, Jim and I would never have met.


The thought will slip into her mind, fully formed, with a force that will snatch her breath. She’ll lie still, watching the light slide around the curtains, considering the precise angle of her tyre on the rutted grass; the nail itself, old and crooked; the small dog, snouting the verge, failing to heed the sound of gear and tyre. She had swerved to miss him, and her tyre had met the rusty nail. How easy – how much more probable – would it have been for none of these things to happen?


But that will be later, when her life before Jim will already seem soundless, drained of colour, as if it had hardly been a life at all. Now, at the moment of impact, there is only a faint tearing sound, and a soft exhalation of air.


‘Damn,’ Eva says. She presses down on the pedals, but her front tyre is jittering like a nervous horse. She brakes, dismounts, kneels to make her diagnosis. The little dog hovers penitently at a distance, barks as if in apology, then scuttles off after its owner – who is, by now, a good deal ahead, a departing figure in a beige trench coat.


There is the nail, lodged above a jagged rip, at least two inches long. Eva presses the lips of the tear and air emerges in a hoarse wheeze. The tyre’s already almost flat: she’ll have to walk the bicycle back to college, and she’s already late for supervision. Professor Farley will assume she hasn’t done her essay on the Four Quartets, when actually it has kept her up for two full nights – it’s in her satchel now, neatly copied, five pages long, excluding footnotes. She is rather proud of it, was looking forward to reading it aloud, watching old Farley from the corner of her eye as he leaned forward, twitching his eyebrows in the way he does when something really interests him.


‘Scheiße,’ Eva says: in a situation of this gravity, only German seems to do.


‘Are you all right there?’


She is still kneeling, the bicycle weighing heavily against her side. She examines the nail, wonders whether it would do more harm than good to take it out. She doesn’t look up.


‘Fine, thanks. It’s just a puncture.’


The passer-by, whoever he is, is silent. She assumes he has walked on, but then his shadow – the silhouette of a man, hatless, reaching into his jacket pocket – begins to shift across the grass towards her. ‘Do let me help. I have a kit here.’


She looks up now. The sun is dipping behind a row of trees – just a few weeks into Michaelmas term and already the days are shortening – and the light is behind him, darkening his face. His shadow, now attached to feet in scuffed brown brogues, appears grossly tall, though the man seems of average height. Pale brown hair, in need of a cut; a Penguin paperback in his free hand. Eva can just make out the title on the spine, Brave New World, and she remembers, quite suddenly, an afternoon – a wintry Sunday; her mother making Vanillekipferl in the kitchen, the sound of her father’s violin drifting up from the music room – when she had lost herself completely in Huxley’s strange, frightening vision of the future.


She lays the bicycle down carefully on its side, gets to her feet. ‘That’s very kind of you, but I’m afraid I’ve no idea how to use one. The porter’s boy always fixes mine.’


‘I’m sure.’ His tone is light, but he’s frowning, searching the other pocket. ‘I may have spoken too soon, I’m afraid. I’ve no idea where it is. So sorry. I usually have it with me.’


‘Even when you’re not cycling?’


‘Yes.’ He’s more a boy than a man: about her own age, and a student; he has a college scarf – a bee’s black and yellow stripes – looped loosely round his neck. The town boys don’t sound like him, and they surely don’t carry copies of Brave New World. ‘Be prepared and all that. And I usually do. Cycle, I mean.’


He smiles, and Eva notices that his eyes are a very deep blue, almost violet, and framed by lashes longer than her own. In a woman, the effect would be called beautiful. In a man, it is a little unsettling; she is finding it difficult to meet his gaze.


‘Are you German, then?’


‘No.’ She speaks too sharply; he looks away, embarrassed.


‘Oh. Sorry. Heard you swear. Scheiße.’


‘You speak German?’


‘Not really. But I can say “shit” in ten languages.’


Eva laughs: she shouldn’t have snapped. ‘My parents are Austrian.’


‘Ach so.’


‘You do speak German!’


‘Nein, mein Liebling. Only a little.’


His eyes catch hers and Eva is gripped by the curious sensation that they have met before, though his name is a blank. ‘Are you reading English? Who’s got you on to Huxley? I didn’t think they let any of us read anything more modern than Tom Jones.’


He looks down at the paperback, shakes his head. ‘Oh no – Huxley’s just for fun. I’m reading law. But we are still allowed to read novels, you know.’


She smiles. ‘Of course.’ She can’t, then, have seen him around the English faculty; perhaps they were introduced at a party once. David knows so many people – what was the name of that friend of his Penelope danced with at the Caius May Ball, before she took up with Gerald? He had bright blue eyes, but surely not quite like these. ‘You do look familiar. Have we met?’


The man regards her again, his head on one side. He’s pale, very English-looking, a smattering of freckles littering his nose. She bets they gather and thicken at the first glance of sun, and that he hates it, curses his fragile northern skin.


‘I don’t know,’ he says. ‘I feel as if we have, but I’m sure I’d remember your name.’


‘It’s Eva. Edelstein.’


‘Well.’ He smiles again. ‘I’d definitely remember that. I’m Jim Taylor. Second year, Clare. You at Newnham?’


She nods. ‘Second year. And I’m about to get in serious trouble for missing a supervision, just because some idiot left a nail lying around.’


‘I’m meant to be in a supervision too. But to be honest, I was thinking of not going.’


Eva eyes him appraisingly; she has little time for those students – men, mostly, and the most expensively educated men at that – who regard their degrees with lazy, self-satisfied contempt. She hadn’t taken him for one of them. ‘Is that something you make a habit of?’


He shrugs. ‘Not really. I wasn’t feeling well. But I’m suddenly feeling a good deal better.’


They are silent for a moment, each feeling they ought to make a move to leave, but not quite wanting to. On the path, a girl in a navy duffel coat hurries past, throws them a quick glance. Then, recognising Eva, she looks again. It’s that Girton girl, the one who played Emilia to David’s Iago at the ADC. She’d had her sights set on David: any fool could see it. But Eva doesn’t want to think about David now.


‘Well,’ Eva says. ‘I suppose I’d better be getting back. See if the porter’s boy can fix my bike.’


‘Or you could let me fix it for you. We’re much closer to Clare than Newnham. I’ll find the kit, fix your puncture, and then you can let me take you for a drink.’


She watches his face, and it strikes Eva, with a certainty that she can’t possibly explain – she wouldn’t even want to try – that this is the moment: the moment after which nothing will ever be quite the same again. She could – should – say no, turn away, wheel her bicycle through the late-afternoon streets to the college gates, let the porter’s boy come blushing to her aid, offer him a four-bob tip. But that is not what she does. Instead, she turns her bicycle in the opposite direction and walks beside this boy, this Jim, their twin shadows nipping at their heels, merging and overlapping on the long grass.




VERSION TWO
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Pierrot


Cambridge, October 1958


In the dressing-room, she says to David, ‘I almost ran over a dog with my bike.’


David squints at her in the mirror; he is applying a thick layer of white pan-stick to his face. ‘When?’


‘On my way to Farley’s.’ Odd that she should have remembered it now. It was alarming: the little white dog at the edge of the path hadn’t moved away as she approached, but skittered towards her, wagging its stump of a tail. She’d prepared to swerve, but at the very last moment – barely inches from her front wheel – the dog had suddenly bounded away with a frightened yelp.


Eva had stopped, shaken; someone called out, ‘I say – look where you’re going, won’t you?’ She turned, saw a man in a beige trench coat a few feet away, glaring at her.


‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, though what she meant to say was, You should really keep your damn dog on a lead.


‘Are you all right there?’ Another man was approaching from the opposite direction: a boy, really, about her age, a college scarf looped loosely over his tweed jacket.


‘Quite all right, thank you,’ she said primly. Their eyes met briefly as she remounted – his an uncommonly dark blue, framed by long, girlish lashes – and for a second she was sure she knew him, so sure that she opened her mouth to frame a greeting. But then, just as quickly, she doubted herself, said nothing, and pedalled on. As soon as she arrived at Professor Farley’s rooms and began to read out her essay on the Four Quartets, the whole thing slipped from her mind.


‘Oh, Eva,’ David says now. ‘You do get yourself into the most absurd situations.’


‘Do I?’ She frowns, feeling the distance between his version of her – disorganised, endearingly scatty – and her own. ‘It wasn’t my fault. The stupid dog ran right at me.’


But he isn’t listening: he’s staring hard at his reflection, blending the make-up down onto his neck. The effect is both clownish and melancholy, like one of those French Pierrots.


‘Here,’ she says, ‘you’ve missed a bit.’ She leans forward, rubs at his chin with her hand.


‘Don’t,’ he says sharply, and she moves her hand away.


‘Katz.’ Gerald Smith is at the door, dressed, like David, in a long white robe, his face unevenly smeared with white. ‘Cast warm-up. Oh, hello, Eva. You wouldn’t go and find Pen, would you? She’s hanging around out front.’


She nods at him. To David, she says, ‘I’ll see you afterwards, then. Break a leg.’


He grips her arm as she turns to go, draws her closer. ‘Sorry,’ he whispers. ‘Just nerves.’


‘I know. Don’t be nervous. You’ll be great.’


He is great, as always, Eva thinks with relief half an hour later. She is sitting in the house seats, holding her friend Penelope’s hand. For the first few scenes, they are tense, barely able to watch the stage: they look instead at the audience, gauging their reactions, running over the lines they’ve rehearsed so many times.


David, as Oedipus, has a long speech about fifteen minutes in that it took him an age to learn. Last night, after the dress, Eva sat with him until midnight in the empty dressing-room, drilling him over and over, though her essay was only half finished, and she’d have to stay up all night to get it done. Tonight, she can hardly bear to listen, but David’s voice is clear, unfaltering. She watches two men in the row in front lean forward, rapt.


Afterwards, they gather in the bar, drinking warm white wine. Eva and Penelope – tall, scarlet-lipped, shapely; her first words to Eva, whispered across the polished table at matriculation dinner, were, ‘I don’t know about you, but I would kill for a smoke’ – stand with Susan Fletcher, whom the director, Harry Janus, has recently thrown over for an older actress he met at a London show.


‘She’s twenty-five,’ Susan says. She’s brittle and a little teary, watching Harry through narrowed eyes. ‘I looked up her picture in Spotlight – they have a copy in the library, you know. She’s absolutely gorgeous. How am I meant to compete?’


Eva and Penelope exchange a discreet glance; their loyalties ought, of course, to lie with Susan, but they can’t help feeling she’s the sort of girl who thrives on such dramas.


‘Just don’t compete,’ Eva says. ‘Retire from the game. Find someone else.’


Susan blinks at her. ‘Easy for you to say. David’s besotted.’


Eva follows Susan’s gaze across the room, to where David is talking to an older man in a waistcoat and hat – not a student, and he hasn’t the dusty air of a don: a London agent, perhaps. He is looking at David like a man who expected to find a penny and has found a crisp pound note. And why not? David is back in civvies now, the collar of his sports jacket arranged just so, his face wiped clean: tall, shining, magnificent.


All through Eva’s first year, the name ‘David Katz’ had travelled the corridors and common rooms of Newnham, usually uttered in an excitable whisper. He’s at King’s, you know. He’s the spitting image of Rock Hudson. He took Helen Johnson for cocktails. When they finally met – Eva was Hermia to his Lysander, in an early brush with the stage that confirmed her suspicion that she would never make an actress – she had known he was watching her, waiting for the usual blushes, the coquettish laughter. But she had not laughed; she had found him foppish, self-regarding. And yet David hadn’t seemed to notice; in the Eagle pub after the read-through, he’d asked about her family, her life, with a degree of interest that she began to think might be genuine. ‘You want to be a writer?’ he’d said. ‘What a perfectly wonderful thing.’ He’d quoted whole scenes from Hancock’s Half Hour at her with uncanny accuracy, until she couldn’t help but laugh. A few days later, after rehearsals, he’d suggested she let him take her out for a drink, and Eva, with a sudden rush of excitement, had agreed.


That was six months ago now, in Easter term. She hadn’t been sure the relationship would survive the summer – David’s month with his family in Los Angeles (his father was American, had some rather glamorous connection to Hollywood), her fortnight scrabbling around on an archaeological dig near Harrogate (deathly dull, but there’d been time to write in the long twilit hours between dinner and bed). But he wrote often from America, even telephoned; then, when he was back, he came to Highgate for tea, charmed her parents over Lebkuchen, took her swimming in the Ponds.


There was, Eva was finding, a good deal more to David Katz than she had at first supposed. She liked his intelligence, his knowledge of culture: he took her to Chicken Soup With Barley at the Royal Court, which she found quite extraordinary; David seemed to know at least half the bar. Their shared backgrounds lent everything a certain ease: his father’s family had emigrated from Poland to the US, his mother’s from Germany to London, and they now inhabited a substantial Edwardian villa in Hampstead, just a short tramp across the heath from her parents’ house.


And then, if Eva were truly honest, there was the matter of his looks. She wasn’t in the least bit vain herself: she had inherited her mother’s interest in style – a well-cut jacket, a tastefully decorated room – but had been taught, from young, to prize intellectual achievement over physical beauty. And yet Eva found that she did enjoy the way most eyes would turn to David when he entered a room; the way his presence at a party would suddenly make the evening seem brighter, more exciting. By Michaelmas term, they were a couple – a celebrated one, even, among David’s circle of fledgling actors and playwrights and directors – and Eva was swept up by his charm and confidence; by his friends’ flirtations and their in-jokes and their absolute belief that success was theirs for the taking.


Perhaps that’s how love always arrives, she wrote in her notebook: in this imperceptible slippage from acquaintance to intimacy. Eva is not, by any stretch of the imagination, experienced. She met her only previous boyfriend, Benjamin Schwartz, at a dance at Highgate Boys’ School; he was shy, with an owlish stare, and the unshakeable conviction that he would one day discover a cure for cancer. He never tried anything other than to kiss her, hold her hand; often, in his company, she felt boredom rise in her like a stifled yawn. David is never boring. He is all action and energy, Technicolor-bright.


Now, across the ADC bar, he catches her eye, smiles, mouths silently, ‘Sorry.’


Susan, noticing, says, ‘See?’


Eva sips her wine, enjoying the illicit thrill of being chosen, of holding such a sweet, desired thing within her grasp.


The first time she visited David’s rooms in King’s (it was a sweltering June day; that evening, they would give their last performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream), he had positioned her in front of the mirror above his basin, like a mannequin. Then he’d stood behind her, arranged her hair so that it fell in coils across her shoulders, bare in her light cotton dress.


‘Do you see how beautiful we are?’ he said.


Eva, watching their two-headed reflection through his eyes, felt suddenly that she did, and so she said simply, ‘Yes.’




VERSION THREE
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Fall


Cambridge, October 1958


He sees her fall from a distance: slowly, deliberately, as if in a series of freeze-frames. A small white dog – a terrier – snuffling the rutted verge, lifting its head to send a reproachful bark after its owner, a man in a beige trench coat, already a good deal ahead. The girl approaching on a bicycle – she is pedalling too quickly, her dark hair trailing out behind her like a flag. He hears her call out over the high chime of her bell: ‘Move, won’t you, boy?’ Yet the dog, drawn by some new source of canine fascination, moves not away but into the narrowing trajectory of her front tyre.


The girl swerves; her bicycle, moving off into the long grass, buckles and judders. She falls sideways, landing heavily, her left leg twisted at an awkward angle. Jim, just a few feet away now, hears her swear. ‘Scheiße.’


The terrier waits a moment, wagging its tail disconsolately, and then scuttles off after its owner.


‘I say – are you all right there?’


The girl doesn’t look up. Close by, now, he can see that she is small, slight, about his age. Her face is hidden by that curtain of hair.


‘I’m not sure.’


Her voice is breathless, clipped: the shock, of course. Jim steps from the path, moves towards her. ‘Is it your ankle? Do you want to try putting some weight on it?’


Here is her face: thin, like the rest of her; narrow-chinned; brown eyes quick, appraising. Her skin is darker than his, lightly tanned: he’d have thought her Italian or Spanish; German, never. She nods, winces slightly as she climbs to her feet. Her head barely reaches his shoulders. Not beautiful, exactly – but known, somehow. Familiar. Though surely he doesn’t know her. At least, not yet.


‘Not broken, then.’


She nods. ‘Not broken. It hurts a bit. But I suspect I’ll live.’


Jim chances a smile that she doesn’t quite return. ‘That was some fall. Did you hit something?’


‘I don’t know.’ There is a smear of dirt on her cheek; he finds himself struggling against the sudden desire to brush it off. ‘Must have done. I’m usually rather careful, you know. That dog came right at me.’


He looks down at her bicycle, lying stricken on the ground; a few inches from its back tyre, there is a large grey stone, just visible through the grass. ‘There’s your culprit. Must have caught it with your tyre. Want me to take a look? I have a repair kit here.’ He shifts the paperback he is carrying – Mrs Dalloway; he’d found it on his mother’s bedside table as he was packing for Michaelmas term and asked to borrow it, thinking it might afford some insight into her state of mind – to his other hand, and reaches into his jacket pocket.


‘That’s very kind of you, but really, I’m sure I can …’


‘Least I can do. Can’t believe the owner didn’t even look round. Not exactly chivalrous, was it?’


Jim swallows, embarrassed at the implication: that his response, of course, was. He’s hardly the hero of the hour: the repair kit isn’t even there. He checks the other pocket. Then he remembers: Veronica. Undressing in her room that morning – they’d not even waited in the hallway for him to remove his jacket – he’d laid the contents of his pockets on her dressing-table. Later, he’d picked up his wallet, keys, a few loose coins. The kit must still be there, among her perfumes, her paste necklaces, her rings.


‘I may have spoken too soon, I’m afraid. I’ve no idea where it is. So sorry. I usually have it with me.’


‘Even when you’re not cycling?’


‘Yes. Be prepared and all that. And I usually do. Cycle, I mean.’


They are silent for a moment. She lifts her left ankle, circles it slowly. The movement is fluid, elegant: a dancer practising at the barre.


‘How does it feel?’ He is surprised by how truly he wants to know.


‘A bit sore.’


‘Perhaps you should see a doctor.’


She shakes her head. ‘I’m sure an ice-pack and a stiff gin will do the trick.’


He watches her, unsure of her tone. She smiles. ‘Are you German, then?’ he asks.


‘No.’


He wasn’t expecting sharpness. He looks away. ‘Oh. Sorry. Heard you swear. Scheiße.’


‘You speak German?’


‘Not really. But I can say “shit” in ten languages.’


She laughs, revealing a set of bright white teeth. Too healthy, perhaps, to have been raised on beer and sauerkraut. ‘My parents are Austrian.’


‘Ach so.’


‘You do speak German!’


‘Nein, mein Liebling. Only a little.’


Watching her face, it strikes Jim how much he’d like to draw her. He can see them, with uncommon vividness: her curled on a window seat, reading a book, the light falling just so across her hair; him sketching, the room white and silent, but for the scratch of lead on paper.


‘Are you reading English too?’


Her question draws him back. Dr Dawson in his Old Court rooms, his three supervision partners, with their blank, fleshy faces and neatly combed hair, mindlessly scrawling the ‘aims and adequacy of the law of tort’. He’s late already, but he doesn’t care.


He looks down at the book in his hand, shakes his head. ‘Law, I’m afraid.’


‘Oh. I don’t know many men who read Virginia Woolf for fun.’


He laughs. ‘I just carry it around for show. I find it’s a good ice-breaker with beautiful English students. “Don’t you just love Mrs Dalloway?” seems to go down a treat.’


She is laughing with him, and he looks at her again, for longer this time. Her eyes aren’t really brown: at the iris, they are almost black; at the rim, closer to grey. He remembers a shade just like it in one of his father’s paintings: a woman – Sonia, he knows now; that was why his mother wouldn’t have it on the walls – outlined against a wash of English sky.


‘So do you?’ he says.


‘Do I what?’


‘Love Mrs Dalloway?’


‘Oh, absolutely.’ A short silence. Then, ‘You do look familiar. I thought perhaps I’d seen you in a lecture.’


‘Not unless you’re sneaking into Watson’s fascinating series on Roman law. What’s your name?’


‘It’s Eva. Edelstein.’


‘Well.’ The name of an opera singer, a ballerina, not this scrap of a girl, whose face, Jim knows, he will sketch later, blending its contours: the planed angles of her cheekbones; the smudged shadows beneath her eyes. ‘I’m sure I’d have remembered that. I’m Jim Taylor. Second year, Clare. I’d say you were … Newnham. Am I right?’


‘Spot on. Second year too. I’m about to get in serious trouble for missing a supervision on Eliot. And I’ve done the essay.’


‘Double the pain, then. But I’m sure they’ll let you off, in the circumstances.’


She regards him, her head to one side; he can’t tell if she finds him interesting or odd. Perhaps she’s simply wondering why he’s still here. ‘I’m meant to be in a supervision too,’ he says. ‘But to be honest, I was thinking of not going.’


‘Is that something you make a habit of?’ That trace of sternness has returned; he wants to explain that he’s not one of those men, the ones who neglect their studies out of laziness, or lassitude, or some inherited sense of entitlement. He wants to tell her how it feels to be set on a course that is not of his own choosing. But he can’t, of course; he says only, ‘Not really. I wasn’t feeling well. But I’m suddenly feeling a good deal better.’


For a moment, it seems that there is nothing else to say. Jim can see how it will go: she will lift her bicycle, turn to leave, make her slow journey back to college. He is stricken, unable to think of a single thing to keep her here. But she isn’t leaving yet; she’s looking beyond him, to the path. He follows her gaze, watches a girl in a navy coat stare back at them, then hurry on her way.


‘Someone you know?’ he says.


‘A little.’ Something has changed in her; he can sense it. Something is closing down. ‘I’d better head back. I’m meeting someone later.’


A man: of course there had to be a man. A slow panic rises in him: he will not, must not, let her go. He reaches out, touches her arm. ‘Don’t go. Come with me. There’s a pub I know. Plenty of ice and gin.’


He keeps his hand on the rough cotton of her sleeve. She doesn’t throw it off, just looks back up at him with those watchful eyes. He is sure she’ll say no, walk away. But then she says, ‘All right. Why not?’


Jim nods, aping a nonchalance he doesn’t feel. He is thinking of a pub on Barton Road; he’ll wheel the damn bicycle there himself if he has to. He kneels down, looks it over; there’s no visible damage, but for a narrow, tapered scrape to the front mudguard. ‘Doesn’t look too bad,’ he says. ‘I’ll take it for you, if you like.’


Eva shakes her head. ‘Thanks. But I can do it myself.’


And then they walk away together, out of the allotted grooves of their afternoons and into the thickening shadows of evening, into the dim, liminal place where one path is taken, and another missed.




VERSION ONE
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Rain


Cambridge, November 1958


The rain comes on quite suddenly, just after four. Over the skylight, the clouds have massed without him noticing, turned slate-grey, almost purple on their undersides. Raindrops gather thickly on the glass, and the room turns unnaturally dark.


Jim, at his easel, lays his palette down on the floor, moves quickly around the room, turning on lamps. But it’s no good: in the artificial light, the colours seem flat, uninspired; the paint is too thick in places, the brushstrokes too clearly visible. His father never painted by night: he rose early, went up to his attic studio to make the best of the morning. ‘Daylight never lies, son,’ he’d say. Sometimes, his mother would mutter back, her voice low, but still loud enough for Jim to catch, ‘Unlike some people around here.’


He puts the palette in the basin, wipes off his brushes on an old rag, places them in a jam jar filled with turps. Splashes of watery paint spatter the enamel: his bedder will complain again tomorrow. ‘Didn’t sign up to clean this sort of mess, now, did I?’ she’ll say, and roll her eyes. But she’s more tolerant than Mrs Harold, the woman he had last year. In the third week of his first term, she had marched off to the head porter to complain, and before long, Jim had been hauled up before his director of studies.


‘Have a bit of consideration, won’t you, Taylor?’ Dr Dawson had told him wearily. ‘This isn’t actually an art school.’ They both knew he’d got off lightly. Dawson’s wife is a painter, and when the second-year ballot awarded Jim these enormous top-floor rooms, with their sloping ceilings and wide, uncurtained skylight, he couldn’t help thinking that the old professor might well have made the necessary arrangements.


But when it comes to Jim’s academic work, Dawson’s tolerance is starting to wear thin: he’s been late handing in all his essays this term, and not one of them has come back higher than a 2:2. ‘We have to consider, Mr Taylor,’ the professor had said last week, having called him back to his rooms, ‘whether you really want to stay on here.’ Then, staring at Jim meaningfully over his black-rimmed glasses, he had added, ‘So do you?’


Of course I do, Jim thinks now. Just not for the same reasons you’d like me to. You and my mother both.


He runs a finger lightly over the canvas to see whether the fresh paint has dried: Eva will be here soon, and he must cover up the portrait before she comes. He says it’s because it isn’t ready, but in fact it very nearly is. Today, while he should have been reading about land trusts and co-ownership, he has been working on the blocks of shadow that define the contours of her face. He has painted her seated at his desk chair, reading (a trick to make the long periods of sitting mutually beneficial), her dark hair falling in loose coils across her shoulders. As soon as he had sketched the outline, he realised that he was bringing to life the vision he had of her when they first met on the Backs.


The paint is dry; Jim draws an old sheet down over the canvas. It is a quarter past four. She’s three-quarters of an hour late now, and it’s still pouring, the rain an insistent drumming on the skylight. Fear grips him: perhaps she has slipped on the wet-slicked road; or a driver, blinded by the downpour, has caught the wheel of her bicycle, left her drenched and twisted on the pavement. Irrational, he knows, but this is how it is now – has been through the four weeks since each stepped into the other’s life with the ease of old friends picking up the thread of a familiar conversation. Elation underpinned by fear: the fear of losing her; the fear of not being enough.


Eva had told Jim about her boyfriend, David Katz, on the night they’d met, after he’d fixed the puncture, fetched his own bike and then cycled out with her to a pub he knew on Grantchester Road. She’d met Katz six months earlier, when they were both performing in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. (Katz was an actor, already carrying something of a reputation: Jim recognised the name.) Her heart wasn’t really in it, she’d said; the next day, she’d tell Katz it was over. She’d have done it right away, but this was the first night of his new play, Oedipus Rex. She’d missed the performance, and it seemed unkind to compound the hurt by telling him why.


Jim and Eva had sat in a corner booth in the back room of the pub, while the landlord rang out for last orders. It had been precisely six hours since they’d met, and one hour and ten minutes since they’d first kissed. When she finished speaking, Jim had nodded and kissed her again. He didn’t say that he had worked out why Katz’s name was familiar: that he was a friend of an old classmate of Jim’s, Harry Janus, now studying English at John’s. Jim had met Katz once, at a party, and had taken an instant dislike to him for reasons he couldn’t quite articulate. But from that moment on – even when Katz’s professional success became such that his failure at anything would seem unimaginable – Jim would feel a certain compassion for his rival: a loose, winner’s generosity. Whatever Katz ended up with, after all, Jim would still have the greater prize.


There, in the pub, Jim had admitted that there was also someone he’d need to let down gently. Eva hadn’t asked her name, and he knew that were she to ask, he would struggle to recall it. Poor Veronica: could she really have meant so little? And yet it was so: the following day, Jim had suggested they meet for coffee at a bar on Market Square, had told her it was over without even waiting for her to drain her mug. Veronica cried a little, silently – the tears loosened her make-up, sent a blackish trickle of kohl inching down her cheek. The depth of her emotion had surprised him – Jim was sure he hadn’t misled her, nor she him – and inspired in him nothing but a distant, polite embarrassment; he had passed her a tissue, wished her well, and taken his leave. Walking back to college, it had occurred to Jim to wonder how he could behave so unfeelingly. But his discomfort was quickly displaced by other, happier thoughts – Eva’s dark brown eyes, meeting his own; the pressure of her lips as they kissed. Jim would hardly ever think of Veronica again.


Eva had finished with Katz a few days later. The following Friday, she’d gone alone to London for her mother’s birthday; she’d have liked Jim to come, but her parents had met Katz over the summer, and she didn’t want to surprise them too quickly with news of this new relationship. Later that day, feeling at a loose end, Jim had found himself walking past the ADC Theatre, and buying a ticket for that evening’s performance of Oedipus Rex.


Even under layers of white stage make-up, David Katz seemed a formidable opponent: tall, charismatic, with an easy swagger even Jim could see must be attractive. And, like Eva, Katz was Jewish. Though he would never have admitted as much, Jim – a nominal Protestant, baptised only at his grandmother’s insistence, and with no sense of that common history, that loss – felt more than a little intimidated.


Afterwards, he’d slipped from the theatre, gone back to college and paced around his room, obsessing over what Eva saw in him, what he could possibly offer her that Katz couldn’t trump. And then Sweeting had come, knocked on his door, and told him that a few of them were off to the JCR, so why didn’t he stop moping and come and get drunk?


Now, the rain is pooling and sliding, and Jim’s thoughts are circling, picking up speed: Katz has been to see Eva; he has won her back; they’re lying together in her rooms, skin on skin. He reaches for his jacket, takes the stairs two at a time: he’ll check the gap in the hedge – their gap – in case she’s decided to avoid the porters’ lodge. (The day porter is beginning to raise an eyebrow at how often Eva passes through; unfairly, Jim feels, as she is certainly not the only Newnham girl to spend a good portion of her time out of college.) On the ground floor, he almost collides with Sweeting, coming in as he’s going out.


‘Watch it, Taylor,’ says Sweeting, but Jim doesn’t stop, doesn’t even notice the rain as it slicks his hair, slips beneath the loose collar of his shirt.


At the hedge, he stops, whispers her name. Says it again, louder. This time he hears her reply. ‘I’m here.’


She climbs through the gap, wet branches tugging at her face, her coat. He tries to part them, to ease her way, but the tough boughs snap back, scratch his hands. When she stands in front of him – soaked, dirt-smeared, catching her breath, saying sorry, she got stuck talking to someone after lectures, she just couldn’t get away – he could weep with relief. He swallows the urge, knowing it to be unmanly. But he can’t help saying, as he takes her in his arms, ‘Oh, darling, I thought you weren’t coming.’


Eva slips from his grasp, wearing that same stern expression he is coming to love, rain dripping from her nose onto the ground. ‘Silly boy. Don’t be ridiculous. How could I ever want to be anywhere but here?’




VERSION TWO
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Mother


Cambridge, November 1958


‘Must you go?’ she says.


Jim, dressing in the half-light of her room, turns to look at Veronica. She has shifted onto her side; the twin mounds of her breasts are pressed together, solid, pale as china beneath her violet slip. ‘I’m afraid I really must. I’m meeting the eleven-o’clock train.’


‘Your mother,’ she says flatly. She watches him as he pulls on his socks. ‘What is she like?’


‘You don’t want to know,’ he says, meaning I don’t want to tell you. And really, any association between Veronica and his mother must be avoided: there’s hardly ten years between them, a fact that, whenever he dwells on it, appals him, and must surely appal her even more.


Sensing this, perhaps, she doesn’t press the matter, but follows him downstairs in her silk robe, offers to make him coffee. The morning is dull and overcast, threatening rain. In the blunt grey light, last night’s detritus – the wine glasses, hers still carrying a bloom of pink lipstick; the dirty plates left festering in the sink – strikes him as impossibly sordid. He refuses the coffee, kisses her quickly on the lips, ignores her when she asks when she will see him again.


‘Bill’s back next week, remember,’ she adds, her voice low, as he opens the door to leave. ‘We haven’t much time.’


The door firmly closed behind him, Jim retrieves his bicycle from the passageway at the side of the house. Next door’s net curtains twitch as he wheels the bike out onto the road, but he doesn’t bother to look round. There is an odd sense of unreality to all this – as if it isn’t really him, stepping up onto the pedals, casting off onto the black tarmac of this unremarkable suburban street, leaving behind his lover (for want of a better word): a woman twelve years his senior, with a husband in the merchant navy. Surely, he tells himself as he turns onto Mill Road, skirts the steady flow of traffic filing from the city centre to the station, it was all her doing? Veronica had sought him out in one of the dustier corners of the University Library (she was doing an evening course in ancient cultures); Veronica had asked him if he would like to join her for a drink. She had done it before, of course, and she’ll do it again. That doesn’t make him an unwilling participant – far from it – but he is becoming keenly aware that he hardly knows her, and doesn’t really care to know her better; that what once seemed exciting and illicit now carries the deadening ring of cliché. It simply has to stop, he thinks. I’ll tell her so tomorrow.


Thus resolved, Jim feels a little better as he draws up in front of the station, leans his bicycle against a spare portion of wall. The eleven-o’clock from King’s Cross is delayed. He sits in the cafeteria, drinking bad coffee and eating a Chelsea bun, until the train arrives with a great screeching of brakes. He is a little slow getting up, draining the last powdery dregs; from the ticket hall, he hears his mother calling. Her voice is brittle, over-loud. ‘James! James, darling! Mummy’s here! Where are you?’


Vivian is on one of her highs: he’d known it when she telephoned the porters’ lodge two days before, saying she would be up to pay him a visit on Saturday, and wasn’t that a lovely surprise? No use in telling her that it was almost the end of term, that he’d be home in two weeks, and had a mountain of work to finish before then if Dr Dawson was even going to entertain the possibility of allowing him to return next year. That is, if Jim decides he wants to return.


‘Yes, that’s a lovely surprise, Mum,’ he’d told her dutifully. He tells her the same thing now, when he finds her out by the taxi rank, still calling his name. She is wearing a bright blue wool suit, a pink scarf, a hat entwined with red artificial roses. She feels tiny in his embrace: he fears she is tinier every time he sees her, as if, ever so slowly, she is evaporating before his eyes. That is how she had described the lows to him once – he was only little, nine or ten; this was before his father’s death – as he sat beside her on her bed, the curtains drawn. ‘It feels,’ she had said, ‘as if I’m disappearing, bit by bit, and I don’t even care.’


He leaves his bike at the station, offers to pay for a taxi into town, but she won’t hear of it. ‘Let’s walk,’ she says. ‘It’s such a lovely day.’ It’s not lovely – they’re only halfway down Mill Road when the first drops of rain brush their shoulders – but she’s talking quickly. A stream of words. Her train ride up from Bristol yesterday – ‘I met the loveliest woman, Jim. I gave her our number. I really think we could become great friends.’ His aunt Frances, with whom she has spent the night in Crouch End – ‘She’d roasted a chicken, James, a whole chicken. All the children were there – such sweet little things – and there was trifle for afters, just because she knows it’s my favourite.’


Jim has booked a table for lunch at the University Arms. Vivian prefers to eat in college – ‘so I can really feel what it’s like to be you, Jim’ – but the last time he took her to the buttery, she had approached the dons’ table and engaged the startled master in conversation. It had taken him – a distinguished brigadier – almost half an hour to extricate himself. For Jim, it was just like being at school again – catching sight of Vivian waving at him from the gates in a red hat, a green coat: bright stabs of colour among the other mothers’ muted plumage. The boys around him staring, nudging, whispering.


After lunch, they walk through town to Clare, cross the bridge with its great boulders of honey-coloured stone, and take a turn about the gardens. It has stopped raining, but the sky is still leaden. Her mood, too, is growing heavier. By the ornamental pond, she pauses, turns to him, and says, ‘You will be home soon, won’t you? It’s so terribly lonely in that flat, all by myself.’


He swallows. Even the mention of the place feels like a weight around his neck. ‘I’ll be home in two weeks, Mother. It’s almost the end of term. Don’t you remember?’


‘Ah, yes. Of course.’ She nods, presses her lips together. She reapplied her lipstick – red, presumably to match the flowers on her hat, though it clashes terribly with her scarf – after lunch, but badly, in a smudged scrawl. ‘My son the lawyer. The clever, clever lawyer. You’re nothing like your father. You have no idea what a relief that is to me, my darling.’


The weight is growing heavier. Jim feels a sudden, overwhelming need to shout – to tell his mother he can’t stand it here, that he’s leaving. To ask her why she insisted he apply to Cambridge instead of going to art school: surely she knows that painting is the only thing that has ever truly made him happy. But he doesn’t shout. He says quietly, ‘Actually, Mother, I’ve been thinking about not coming back next year. I really don’t think I …’


Vivian has covered her face with her hands, but he knows that she is crying. In a whisper she says, ‘Don’t, Jim. Please don’t. I can’t bear it.’


He says nothing more. He takes her to his room in Memorial Court so that she can splash her face, reapply her make-up. Her earlier ebullience has gone: she is falling back down to the trough of the wave, and he feels the old, familiar blend of frustration and helplessness, the desire to help tempered by the knowledge that there is no way for him to reach her.


This time, Jim insists on a taxi. He hands Vivian into a compartment on the five-o’clock train, lingers at the window, wondering whether he ought to get on board, go with her to his aunt’s, make sure she gets there safely. Once, last year, in a state not dissimilar to this, she fell asleep in an empty compartment just past Potters Bar, and was only found by a guard long after the train had discharged its passengers and pulled into a siding at Finsbury Park.


But he does not go. He stays on the platform, waving uselessly at his mother’s face – eyes closed, head tipped back against the antimacassar – until the train has receded into the distance, and there is nothing for him to do but retrieve his bicycle, and cycle back into town.




VERSION THREE
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Cathedral


Cambridge & Ely, December 1958


On the last Saturday of term, they wake early in Jim’s college rooms, slip out unnoticed through the gap in the hedge, and take a bus to Ely.


The fens are lit by a thin, watery sun, so low in the sky that it seems to be almost touching the horizon. The wind is in from the east. It was there in town – they have felt it for weeks, drawn their scarves tighter around their necks, woken to see their breath form clouds of vapour in the freezing air – but out here, there are no buildings to break its passage, just acres of hard mud and low, twisted trees.


‘When will you pack?’ he says. They are leaving tomorrow: Jim on the midday train – he’ll break the journey with a night at his aunt Frances’s house in Crouch End; Eva after lunch, in her parents’ Morris Minor, her brother Anton tired and testy beside her on the back seat.


‘In the morning, I suppose. Shouldn’t need more than an hour or two. You?’


‘The same.’ He takes her hand. His is cold, rough, his forefinger calloused by the hard wood of his paintbrushes, his fingernails framed by half-moons of dried paint. Last night, he had finally showed her the portrait; he removed the sheet with a magician’s flourish, though she could see that he was nervous. Eva didn’t admit that she had already taken a look a few days before, while he was down the hall in the bathroom; had stared at her likeness. There she was, rendered in layers of paint, in his brushstrokes’ swift, swallow shapes: both utterly herself and somehow elevated, other. It was a week since she had seen the doctor. She couldn’t stand to look at the painting, to see such a tribute, and say nothing. And yet what was there to say?


She is silent again now, watching the great rolling blankness of the fens. At the front of the bus, a baby is crying, the sound low and guttural, as its mother tries to soothe it.


‘Well over two months gone,’ the doctor had said, fixing her with a pointed stare. ‘Three, even. You’ll need to start making arrangements, Miss Edelstein. You and your …’


He had let the ellipsis hang, and Eva had not filled it. She was thinking only of Jim, and the fact that she had known him for six short weeks.


If he notices her silence, Jim says nothing. He is quiet too, and pale, his eyes smudged with tiredness. Eva knows he isn’t looking forward to leaving, to going back to the Bristol flat he doesn’t think of as home – just the rented rooms that his mother, Vivian, occupies. Home, he has told her, is the Sussex house where he was born: rough grey flint and a front garden filled with roses. His father painting in the attic; his mother sitting for him, or mixing paints, swilling out jars with turps in the old pantry downstairs. That’s where Vivian was, Jim said, when his father had stood clutching at his chest at the top of the stairs, and fell: she had come running from the pantry to find him broken and twisted on the bottom step. Jim was at school. His aunt Patsy had collected him, brought him back to a house that was no longer a home: a house filled with policemen, and neighbours making cups of tea, and his mother screaming, screaming, until the doctors came and everything was quiet.


In Ely, the bus lurches to a halt beside a post office. ‘Everybody off,’ the conductor calls, and they line up, still holding hands, behind the other passengers: the woman with the baby, sleeping now; an elderly couple, the man dour and flat-capped, the woman plump, her expression kind. She catches Eva’s eye as they climb down the steps. ‘Young love, eh?’ she says. ‘You both have a lovely day, now.’


Eva thanks her, draws closer to Jim. The cold bites their faces.


‘We’ll have a look at the cathedral, shall we?’ he says. ‘I saw a Law Society concert here last year, and took a tour. It’s a beautiful place.’


She nods: anything Jim wants, anything to be close to him, to stave off the inevitable moment when she must tell him what she is, and what she has to do.


They start walking, huddled down into their scarves, towards the looming spires: two of them, square like castle keeps, their walls scarred, pockmarked, catching the winter light. Suddenly Jim stops, turns to her, his face reddening. ‘You don’t mind, do you? Going in? I didn’t even think.’


She smiles. ‘Of course I don’t mind. As long as God doesn’t.’


It’s the space that strikes Eva first: the great pillars reaching up through the vastness to the distant, vaulted roof. Beneath their feet is a mosaic of polished tiles – ‘A labyrinth,’ Jim says, ‘with God at the centre’ – and ahead, under huge panes of coloured glass, is a golden screen, beneath which the altar sits, covered with a fine white cloth. They walk slowly along the nave, pausing to gaze up at another extraordinary ceiling, its ribbed panels painted red, green and gold. At its centre is a pointed star that reminds Eva of the one embroidered into her mother’s Shabbat tablecloth – though that has six arms, and this (she counts them silently) has eight.


‘The octagon.’ Jim is almost whispering. Eva watches the quick, animated movements of his face, and loves him; is filled with a love for him so overwhelming she can hardly breathe. How, she thinks, am I to leave him? And yet she must; sleepless in her college room, the building creaking and whispering in the night, she has allowed herself hope: imagined telling him, watching his expression change, and then resolve itself. It doesn’t matter, he says – this imaginary Jim – and holds her close. Nothing matters, Eva, as long as we’re together. It is a waking dream, but she knows it could become real, that this Jim standing here before her, staring up at the distant reaches of the roof (how she would love to reach out and cup his chin with her hand, tilt his face down to meet her lips) could really say it. And that is why – as morning creeps over the city, and the college begins to stir into life – she has resolved over and over again not to give him the opportunity, not to permit the man she loves, with his talent, his grand plans – the man already bearing the weight of his mother’s illness – to be trapped by a situation that is not of his making. Father to another man’s child: Jim would say he could do it, and he would do it well; but she will not allow him to make that sacrifice.


A few nights ago, Eva had sat on her bed in Newnham with Penelope, her head resting on her shoulder; and even her dearest friend hadn’t tried to make her change her mind.


‘And what if David refuses?’ Pen had asked. ‘What will we do then?’


How grateful Eva had been for that ‘we’. ‘He won’t refuse, Pen. And if he does – well. I’ll find a way.’


‘We’ll find a way,’ Penelope had corrected her, and Eva had allowed the promise to stand, though she knew the burden was hers – hers and David’s – and no one could carry it for her. Not Penelope, not her parents. She believed Miriam and Jakob would understand – how could they not, given their own history? – and yet she couldn’t bear the idea of returning to her old room in Highgate, her studies abandoned, pregnant and alone.


In her notebook, she wrote, I chose Jim, and I can’t bear to leave him. But the choice is no longer only mine to make.


Now, in the cathedral, Jim is still speaking. ‘The monks built it after the original nave pillars collapsed one night. They thought there’d been an earthquake. It must have been their way of proving that the disaster hadn’t defeated them.’


Eva nods. She doesn’t know how to reply, how to convey the feeling welling inside her: love, yes, but with it sadness – not just for the pain of parting, but for the people they have lost. His father, splayed and broken on the bottom step. Her Oma and Opa, on both sides, and all her aunts and uncles and cousins, herded onto trains, thirsty and blinking, knowing nothing of where they were going – only suspecting, fearing, but still carrying hope. There must have been hope, surely, right until the very last moment, when they knew that there was nothing to be done.


As if sensing what she is thinking, Jim squeezes her hand. ‘Let’s light a candle.’


There is a stand beside the West Door: a dozen tapers glowing in the darkness. Others are stacked underneath, below a slot for coins. Eva takes a fistful of pennies from her purse and drops them in, picks a candle for each Oma, each Opa, and then lights them, fitting one after another firmly into a metal base. Jim chooses only one, for his father, Lewis, and then they stand and watch the wicks take light, his rough painter’s hand in hers. She would like to cry, but tears are inadequate to express all that this means: to be here with him, remembering, hoping, when tomorrow she will be gone.


They eat thin vegetable soup in the refectory, then walk slowly back across town. The sun is fading, the wind whipping their hair; the warmth of the bus is a relief. Inside, Eva removes her shoes, thaws her freezing feet over the radiator underneath her seat. She isn’t intending to fall asleep, but her head quickly lolls back against the headrest, and Jim lets the weight of it fall against his shoulder. In Cambridge, he wakes her gently. ‘We’re here, Eva. You slept all the way.’


It is only then, as they get off the bus, that Eva tells Jim she is sorry: she can’t spend the evening with him; there is something she has to do. Jim protests: after tomorrow, he says, they won’t see each other for four whole weeks. Eva says she knows. She really is sorry. Then she leans forward, kisses him, and turns and hurries away, though Jim is calling her, and it is all she can do to lift her heavy feet.


She doesn’t stop until she reaches King’s Parade. The tall towers of King’s gatehouse are throwing their long, angular shadows across the cobblestones. Eva steadies herself against a lamppost, ignoring the curious stares of the men now stepping briskly past her in their black gowns. It is almost time for hall. She will be missing her own dinner at Newnham, but she doesn’t care. She can’t imagine being hungry for anything ever again.


Inside, the porter doesn’t bother to hide his disapproval. ‘It’s dinner time, miss. Mr Katz will be going in.’


‘Please,’ she says again. ‘It really is very important that I see him now.’


‘Eva, what is it?’ David says in an urgent whisper a few minutes later. ‘Hall’s just about to start.’ Then, watching her face, his expression softens. She thinks of how he had looked when she’d told him it was over between them, how he had, in that moment, seemed utterly diminished. But I chose you, he’d said, and she’d had nothing to say but, I’m sorry. He shrugs off his gown, folds it over his arm. ‘All right. Come on. We’ll get something at the Eagle.’


Later, when the talking is over, when the plans have been made, Eva returns to her room in Newnham, and writes a letter. She takes her bicycle from the shed, cycles through the dark streets to Clare College, and asks another porter – this one older, kindlier, smiling at the television when she comes in, and then offering Eva the same smile – to place it in Jim Taylor’s pigeonhole.


Then Eva hurries away, not wanting to look back in case she sees him. Not wanting to look back on everything that might have been.




VERSION ONE
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Home


London, August 1960


On the night of Eva and Jim’s return from honeymoon, Jakob and Miriam Edelstein serve drinks in the garden.


It is the softest of English summer evenings: the last rays of sun still warming the terrace, the air placid, rich with the smell of honeysuckle and damp earth. Jim, sipping his whisky soda, is still sleepy, his head cottony and thick – but pleasantly so, his hand resting lightly on Eva’s arm. She is smiling, tanned. Her skin is still, to his mind, carrying the heat of the island; the whitewashed veranda where they breakfasted on melon and yoghurt; the harbour-side where they sat with glasses of retsina as evening came.


‘Well,’ Miriam says, ‘we must send you to Greece again. You both look so well.’


She is sitting to Eva’s left, legs slender and bare beneath her summer dress. They are unmistakably mother and daughter: both so small and quick, birdlike – even their voices are similar, low and fluting, though Miriam’s still bears the faint rough edges of her Austrian accent. Oddly, her singing voice – she was training at the conservatoire in Vienna when she fell pregnant with Eva – is a good octave higher: a bright soprano, clean and pure as pared bone.


Anton takes after his father: they are both tall, large-limbed, their movements slow, deliberate. He is nineteen, and has poured himself a whisky to toast his sister and brother-in-law – which he does now, lifting his glass to Jim’s. ‘Welcome home.’


Home, Jim thinks. We live here too. For they do, at least for now: the Edelsteins have cleared out the three-roomed flat – a bedroom, sitting-room with kitchenette and tiny bathroom – that spans the top floor of their wide, gracious house. It had been occupied, until his death last year, by Herr Fischler, a distant cousin of Jakob’s from Vienna. Since then, it has become a repository for boxes of books, the overspill from the rest of the house, which, like its owners, is given over to music and reading above all other pleasures. Each room is lined with bookcases, and the front room with shelves of sheet music, presided over by a grand piano on which Anton grudgingly, and infrequently, practises his scales. (Eva, too, spent time at the piano as a girl, but proved so prodigiously untalented that the family has acknowledged her as a lost cause.) Over the mahogany bannisters hang sepia portraits of unspecified Edelstein relatives, high-collared, unsmiling. These photographs are precious less for their quality than for the difficult journey they made to London, after the war, sent by the kind Catholic friend to whom Jakob’s father had, after Kristallnacht, entrusted those treasures that remained.


Eva – his wife; how new and wonderful that word is – takes Jim’s hand. At first, when Jakob had suggested they move into the empty flat – they were having lunch at the University Arms, celebrating both Eva’s twenty-first birthday and their engagement – Jim had been unsure. In his mind, he’d envisaged a place of their own, somewhere they could shut out the world. He had been offered a place at the Slade from September: with Eva’s support, he had finally resolved to abandon the law. Eva went with him to Bristol to break the news to his mother, who cried, a little; but Eva poured the tea, and quickly, cleverly, distracted Vivian with talk of other things, and Jim allowed himself to believe that the weight of his mother’s disappointment might just be bearable after all. Several weeks of uncertainty followed, in which Jim was unsure whether the Ministry of Labour would allow him to defer his blasted national service again; the letter confirming that he was for ever off the hook finally arrived, to his great relief, in the same week as his last examination.


Eva, meanwhile, went down to London to interview for a job on the Daily Courier. ‘It’s really just dogsbodying on the women’s page,’ she reported on her return. ‘Nothing remotely glamorous.’ But Jim knew perfectly well how much the job meant to her. When the offer came through – it was just a few days after he’d had his own letter from the ministry – they climbed through the window of Jim’s room in Old Court and stood together on the balustrade, looking out across the manicured sweep of lawn, at the punts idling downriver, drinking syrupy port (Jim’s prize for winning a college art competition last term) straight from the bottle.
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