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‘So incredibly accurate and true. Utterly captures the sense of quiet desperation of ordinary lives, the huge emotional vulnerability of having children and the ways in which life turns on a sixpence.’


Kate Mosse


‘This novel is about a collection of people, their ordinary lives in relation to one another alongside their private and sometimes desperate aspirations . . . In this book nobody is ordinary because everyone is accorded the dignity, pathos and comedy of that third dimension – the secret, intense and continuous inner life. The writing is unobtrusively brilliant. I can’t remember enjoying and admiring a new novel more.’


Elizabeth Jane Howard


‘An absolute winner . . . amazingly perceptive, very moving, wholly absorbing. I was totally wrapped up in every person’s daily anxieties and minded hugely about what happened to them. What a huge treat is waiting for those who have not yet read it!’


Juliet Nicolson


‘Just peep beneath the idyllic surface and it is teeming with lust, tragedy, pathos, broken dreams . . . Nicholson writes about all his diverse characters with great kindness and he’s one of those rare novelists who can write about sex.’


Marina Lewycka, Psychologies


‘William Nicholson’s racily enjoyable and quietly perceptive novel turns the Home Counties into John Updike territory.’


Daily Telegraph


‘The godmother of this compulsively readable novel is George Eliot, whose Middlemarch supplies its epigraph . . . there is a serious concern with the sense of quiet desperation with which people live their apparently ordinary lives.’


Irish Examiner


‘The Secret Intensity of Everyday Life does exactly what it says on the tin, prying as it does into the innermost thoughts of a small cast of ordinary people to provide a genuinely moving account of their relationships, their struggles and their frustrated ambitions.’


Brighton Evening Argus
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‘If we had a keen vision and feeling of all ordinary human life, it would be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel’s heart beat, and we should die of that roar which lies on the other side of silence.’


George Eliot, Middlemarch
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She recognizes the handwriting on the envelope. She drinks from her mug of tea, looks across the kitchen table at Henry, sees him absorbed in the triage of the morning post. One pile for the bin, one pile for later, one for now. He uses a paper knife when opening letters. Not a kitchen knife, an actual slender, dull-edged blade made for the purpose. The children silent, reading. Rain outside the windows puckering the pond.


Laura wills the letter to remain unnoticed. It’s been forwarded from her parents’ address.


‘You know Belinda Redknapp?’ she says.


‘Should I?’ Henry inattentive.


‘One of the school mothers. You rather fancied her. Husband like a frog.’


‘They all have husbands like frogs.’


The bankers, lawyers, insurance company executives whose children are their children’s friends, whose wealth makes Henry feel poor.


‘Anyway, she wants to meet Aidan Massey.’


Henry looks up, surprised.


‘Why?’


‘She thinks he’s sexy.’


Carrie pauses her absorbed scrutiny of the Beano.


‘Who’s sexy?’


‘The man on Daddy’s programme.’


‘Oh.’


‘He’s an evil dwarf,’ says Henry. ‘I want to kill him.’


The letter lies by her plate, immense as a beach towel, shouting her unmarried name: Laura Kinross. She wants to muffle it, mute it, gag it. Pick up a section of the newspaper, glance at it, lay it down just so. But the desire inhibits the action. She’s ashamed to discover that she means to leave the letter unopened until Henry has gone. So to mitigate the shame she makes no move to conceal the envelope, saying to Fate, See, I’m doing nothing. If I’m found out I’ll accept the consequences.


Jack is interested in the proposal to kill Aidan Massey.


‘How would you kill him, Daddy?’


‘Hello, Jack. Good to have you with us.’


Laura frowns. She reaches out one hand to stop Jack smearing his sleeve in the butter. She hates it when Henry talks like that. Jack’s too dreamy, he says.


‘No, how?’


‘Well.’ Henry puts on the face he makes when summoning facts from his brain. He actually touches one finger to his brow, as if pressing a button. ‘I’d tell the make-up girl to go on adding make-up until he couldn’t breathe. Go on adding it until he’s got no features left. Just smooth and round like a ball.’


Jack is awed silent by the detail.


Henry gathers up the pile of junk mail and takes it to the bin, which is already so full the lid won’t close. He rams the wad of paper down hard. This action makes Laura flinch, because now it will be impossible to remove the bin bag without ripping it, but she says nothing. She is, it strikes her, lying low.


Henry reaches for his leather bag, which is bursting with printed matter.


‘Oh, yes,’ he tells Jack, suddenly remembering. ‘I read your composition. I loved it.’


‘Oh. Okay.’


‘No. I did. I loved it.’ He leans down for a kiss, Jack back reading Tintin. ‘I’m off. Love you.’


Laura gets up. She moves slowly because she wants to move fast, to draw Henry out into the hall, out of sight of the letter. She squeezes between Carrie’s chair and the dresser, remembering as she does so that last night Carrie had been in tears.


‘Better now, darling?’ she whispers as she passes.


‘Yes,’ says Carrie.


Laura knows her behaviour is undignified and unnecessary. Surely the past has lost its power. Twenty years ago almost, we’re different people, I had long hair then. So did he.


‘When will you be home?’


‘Christ knows. I’ll try to be on the 6.47.’


Rain streaking the flint wall. He kisses her in the open front doorway, a light brush of the lips. As he does so he murmurs, ‘Love you.’ This is habitual, but it has a purpose he once told her. Henry suffers from bursts of irrational anxiety about her and the children, that they’ll be killed in a car crash, burned in a fire. He tells them he loves them every day as he leaves them because it may be the day of their death.


Recalling this, watching his familiar tall disjointed frame even as he steps out into the rain, Laura feels a quick stab of love.


‘I think that letter may be from Nick,’ she says.


‘Nick?’ His head turning back. Such a sweet funny face, droll as Stan Laurel, and that fuzz of soft sandy hair. ‘Nick who?’


‘Nick Crocker.’


She sees the name register. A family legend, or possibly ghost.


‘Nick Crocker! Whatever happened to him?’


‘I’ve no idea. I haven’t opened the letter yet.’


‘Oh, well.’ Henry shakes open an umbrella. ‘Got to rush. Tell me this evening.’


Nothing urgent in his curiosity. No intimation of danger. His footsteps depart over the pea-beach gravel towards the Golf, parked in front of the garage that is never used for cars. Laura goes back into the kitchen and harries the children into readiness for the school run. She’s glad she told Henry, but the fact remains that she left the telling to the last minute. She had known it in the same moment that she had recognized the handwriting. She would open the letter alone.


A dull roar in the drive heralds the arrival of Alison Critchell’s Land Cruiser. This immense vehicle parts the falling rain like an ocean liner. Laura stands under an umbrella by the driver window conferring with Alison on the endless variables of the run. Jack and Carrie clamber in the back.


‘Angus is staying late for cricket coaching. Phoebe may be having a sleepover at the Johnsons. Assume it’s on unless I call.’ The litany of names that bound Laura’s life. ‘Assume the world hasn’t ended unless you see flaming chariots in the sky.’


‘What if they cancel the chariots?’


‘The bastards. They would, too.’


The wry solidarity of school-run mothers. Laura confirms all she needs to know.


‘So it’s just my two at five.’


She waves as they drive off. Carrie is demanding about the waving. Laura must wave as long as they remain in sight. The car is so wide it creates a hissing wake through the spring verges, and the cow parsley rolls like surf. The drenched morning air smells keen, expectant. Who is it who loves the month of May? ‘I measure the rest of my life by the number of Mays I will live to see.’ Henry, of course, ever death-expectant. How could he have slipped so far from her mind?


Seated now at her work desk in what was once the dairy Laura Broad addresses the day ahead. Deliberate and unhurried, she makes a list of people she must call and things she must do. The letter lies unopened before her. This is how as a child she ate Maltesers. One by one she would nibble off the chocolate, leaving the whitish centres all in a row. Then pop, pop, pop, in they would go one on top of the other, in an orgy of delayed gratification. Even so it sometimes seemed to her as she tracked the precise moment of pleasure unleashed that there was a flicker of disappointment. Here I am, whispered the perfect moment. I am now. I am no longer to come.


She studies her list. ‘Call Mummy about Glyndebourne.’ Does being organized mean not being creative? ‘Laura possesses the ability to achieve set tasks,’ a teacher wrote when she was thirteen years old. Even then she had felt the implied criticism: a follower not a leader. A natural aptitude for cataloguing. Henry said once, ‘You’d make a good fanatic.’ He can be surprisingly perceptive. No, that’s unfair. Henry is capable of great perception; only he isn’t always looking. He never notices what I’m wearing.


‘Tell me when you’re wearing something special and I’ll comment on it,’ he says.


‘But haven’t you got eyes? Can’t you see?’


Apparently not.


Back then she had bought her clothes in charity shops. It’s easy when you’re young.


She phones her mother.


‘This weather!’ her mother says. ‘I’m praying it’ll clear by Saturday. Diana says it’s going to get worse.’


Saturday is the opening night of the Glyndebourne season. They’re all going, Laura and Henry, her sister Diana and Roddy, courtesy of their loving parents.


‘Don’t listen to Diana, Mummy. You know she hates it when people are happy.’


This is true. Diana the ambitious one, Laura the pretty one. Some quirk in the sibling dynamic dictated from an early age that Diana takes life hard, and requires the world to reflect this. But she has her good moments, she can be loyal and generous. Never so loving as when Laura is miserable.


‘We can picnic on the terrace, I suppose. What will you wear?’


‘I don’t know,’ says Laura. ‘I haven’t thought.’


‘Diana’s bought something from a shop in St Christopher’s Place. I forget where, but she sounds terrifically pleased with it.’


‘How’s Daddy’s back?’


‘Pretty hellish. I have to put his socks on for him in the morning. Doctors can’t cure backs, you know. They just shrug their shoulders.’


What will I wear? Laura wonders as she puts down the phone. She reviews her wardrobe in her mind’s eye. Her current favourite, a green Ghost dress, is too light for a chilly May evening. As for her beloved vintage Alaia, the truth is she no longer has the figure for it. Not bad for forty-two and two children, but there was a time when she could fit into anything.


Maybe I should zip up to London tomorrow.


This idea, suddenly planted, blossoms fiercely. There’s barely time between school runs but it can be done. Glyndebourne opening night is a grand affair, and it’s not often she gets a chance to dress up these days. There was a time when she turned heads.


She takes up the waiting letter and looks again at the handwriting that forms her name. A rapid careless scrawl in fine black fountain pen, effortlessly stylish. Every stroke premeditated, therefore the carelessness an illusion, an achieved effect. But she hadn’t known that back then.


She opens the envelope. Headed letter paper, an unfamiliar address in London. No salutation. No Dear Laura, Dearest Laura, Darling Laura, nothing. As always.


Well, seems like I’m back in the old country for a few weeks. Drunk on England in spring. Walked yesterday in a bluebell wood so perfect it tempts my heathen soul to seek a Creator. How are you? Who are you? Shall we meet and compare notes on the vagaries of life’s journey?


No signature, not even an initial. She smiles, shakes her head, both touched and irritated that he has changed so little. What right does he have to assume she remembers? And yet of course she remembers.


She opens the bottom left-hand drawer of her desk, the place where she keeps the family memorabilia. Birthday cards from the children, paintings they did in class long ago, letters from Henry. She fumbles all the way to the bottom, and there finds a sealed envelope she should have thrown away years ago, but has not. She takes it out and places it on the desk before her.


The envelope is addressed: ‘For N.C., one day.’


She remembers writing it, but not the words she wrote. Ridiculous to have kept it for so long.


The flap of the envelope yields easily without tearing the paper. Inside is a thin red ribbon, a strip of four photo-booth pictures, a short note in Nick’s handwriting, and her letter.


She gazes at the pictures. In the top one he’s smiling at the camera, at her. In the bottom one he has his eyes closed.


She starts to read the letter. As she reads, tears come to her eyes.


Dear Nick. I’m writing this not long after you asked me to leave you. I’ll give it to you when you ask me to come back.


The phone rings. Hurriedly, as if caught in a shameful act, she puts the envelope and its contents back in the desk drawer.


‘So is it going to rain or isn’t it?’ Diana’s phone conversations always begin in the middle. ‘God, don’t you hate England?’
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She saw him coming down the carriage, swaying with the movement of the train, his eyes scanning left and right for an empty seat. She slid her canvas tote-bag over the table towards her, so creating a space that the stranger would feel permitted to occupy: an unthinking act of invitation which he accepted. His long body folded into the seat facing her. In the moment of glancing eye contact he smiled, making fine wrinkles round his eyes. He took out a book and opened it where a postcard marked his place. The book was a dark-bound library edition, and though she tried, she couldn’t discover its title. The postcard, which lay on the table before her, was a painting of classical figures round a tomb. So he was a student like her.


She gazed out of the train window at the passing scene. The train entered a cutting. His reflection formed before her eyes, and she was free to look without restraint. He was handsome, his strong features framed and softened by a tangle of chestnut curls. He wore a denim jacket over a check long-sleeved shirt, the cuffs unbuttoned. Round his neck on a leather thong was a single mottled ceramic bead. He read intently, moving only to turn the page. She studied his hand in reflection, admiring the long fine fingers, noting the bitten nails.


He did not look at her. He seemed to be unaware of her. His indifference on this, their first encounter, won her respect.


She asked Katie O’Keefe later, ‘Do you think that a man who wears a bead round his neck is gay?’


Katie screwed up her face to consider.


‘One bead?’


‘Quite a big one. Kind of tortoiseshell.’


‘Bent as a poker,’ said Hal Ashburnham.


‘Pokers aren’t bent.’


‘It’s all about where you put it, isn’t it? In here it’s straight. In here, it’s bent.’


The following evening she went to a party given by Richard Clements in his college rooms. She had an essay to finish and worked long into the evening, so by the time she arrived the party was noisy and crowded. Felix Marks cornered her almost at once. He spoke to her intently but inaudibly while her eyes searched the room.


Richard had told Laura that Felix was in love with her, though how this could be, or even what it meant, Laura didn’t know. Love that is offered but not returned is just words, surely, a nothingness, a whistle in the dark.


Why have I never been in love?


Nineteen years old and no shortage of offers. She caught sight of herself reflected in the uncurtained window panes, a shine of dark-blonde hair, a pale face, serious eyes. Why do I let Felix whisper secrets to me? Because I want to be liked. Liked but not loved. Admire me but don’t touch me. No, not that. Touch me, love me, but only you, whoever you are, and only when I’m ready, whenever that may be.


Richard found her and rescued her.


‘Someone you have to meet,’ he said.


He had his back to her but she recognized him at once. He turned at Richard’s touch and looked at Laura and smiled.


‘We’ve met already.’


‘You’ve met already?’ Richard was hurt. ‘No one told me.’


‘Not exactly met,’ said Laura.


So he had noticed her after all. He was smoking a Gitane, its acrid smell reaching her like a low growl. There was music playing behind the clatter of voices. Jackson Browne.


Honey you really tempt me
You know the way you look so kind
I’d love to stick around but I’m running behind …


‘Laura Kinross. This is Nick Crocker.’
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Plumpton racecourse in the rain. White rails lonely without a crowd, just fields really. Woman reading Vogue has great legs. Catch Barry before the meeting, ask about changing the screen credit, written and directed by Henry Broad, it’s called intellectual property, Barry. Not that I’m not grateful. Barry knows I took the job after eight months developing projects as they say, no one in television ever being out of work, merely unpaid. Though Jesus knows it’s not as if even now they pay what they call in the City shed loads. You take a garden shed and fill it with twenties all the way up to the bituminous-felt-clad roof and you give it to a man like a frog as his reward for gambling with other people’s money. The frog man buys a pretty young wife and a house in the country with a paddock for his pretty young daughter’s pony, he takes the train to London every morning, he sits at his work station and fondles money, tosses money, jerks money until it spasms more money, on through the day, no lunch, into the evening hours. Daughter untucked, wife unfucked, shed reloaded.


Ah, sweet envy, balm of my soul. No, this isn’t about money, Barry. This costs you nothing. This is about self-respect.


Woman reading Vogue has truly terrific legs. Can’t see her face. Skirt with buttons up the front, one button missing, tights with a run on one side, not one of those glossy women you’d be afraid to touch. Rest my idle gaze on her crotch. Will she sense it? Play the mind game. Push up her skirt, reveal the let’s say white triangle of her panties, white so much sexier than black or red. Translucent white fabric, dark crinkle of pubic hair. Look away. Down comes Vogue. Face worn and warm, rumpled, attractive. Tired eyes don’t see me. Only a game. The secret life of commuters. They say men think of sex every seven seconds. Six seconds of rest, then.


Rain streaking on dirty windows. Look at it closely and it’s got its own logic, pattern, form. They say you can see beauty in anything but then when everything is beautiful what’s left to deliver the shock of beauty? A runnel of rain storming aslant this window bold and grey-gleaming to its disintegration and death. Yes I know, yes sometimes I catch it, the beauty lies not in the thing seen but in the quality of the seeing and that comes rarely, that charged intensity, and can’t be willed. Takes a good night’s sleep and a full stomach, or possibly starvation and exhaustion, but not vulgar busyness, the people’s drug of choice, the trivial pursuit, the shrinking from thinking, the visceral dread of thought.


Me too, I’m no different. Later, I say, I’m busy. Then later, I say, I’m tired. And those big eyes watch without understanding as I pretend to read the paper. Daddy will you play a game with me? But I deserve my down time. Don’t I do enough? Not enough never enough no never enough.


The train carriage is the old slam-door design, bought from British Rail by a consortium of former Southern Region managers and sold on at enormous profit to their successor, the French-owned railway company Connex. The seats are laid out in open stalls of four, twenty stalls to a coach, which gives a maximum capacity of eighty passengers. This morning as the train rolls through the grey rain-soaked light of the Sussex weald there are ninety-eight men and women packed into the one coach, because ever since the Hatfield crash the timetables have been in chaos and fewer trains have been running.


The early morning commuters, whether sitting or standing, read newspapers as they travel, the headlines offered outwards like credentials of rank. ‘Cabinet falls out over cure for sterling.’ ‘Dame Liz pines for love of her life.’ Only Henry Broad, unshielded by newspaper, magazine or book, sits exposed to the gaze of all, were any of the other travellers to have a mind to look at him: a tall, slender man in a brown denim jacket worn over a charcoal-grey crew-neck cotton jersey. He’s in his mid-forties, his soft sandy hair cut fuzzy short, his face just a little too long to be handsome, a little too hesitant to be commanding, in the clumsy English fashion. Only his eyes might attract a second glance, because he alone in the carriage is looking about him. His eyes are hazel in colour, wide-set and striking, especially now as they move over the scene before him, animated by a lively nervous curiosity. He is sitting with his arms folded across his legs, his knee lightly touching the knee of the woman opposite, who is reading Vogue.


Yesterday evening Laura showed him a copy of a school composition written by his eleven-year-old son Jack. It was about a journey that takes place in a dream. The dreamer is walking along a path that turns into the top of a high wall, a wall so high that below it there are clouds.


When he woke this morning, Henry remembered that single page, those few lines, and experienced a wave of giddiness. He held the hard white edge of the bathroom basin and bowed his head, as the nausea passed through him. After a few moments he felt all right again, except his head seemed to be empty. What had happened? He interrogated himself as he shaved, seeking the source of the sudden sensation, which he recognised as misery. Why should Jack’s composition make him miserable? Because once long ago he too had written stories that came to him like dreams, and were about journeys. Because there was a strangeness and a wonder in his son that had once been in him, and had become lost. Because he was not living the life he had meant to live.


My signature defect: indecisiveness. A tendency to see both sides of every question. Take iconoclasm. When Archbishop Laud speaks of ‘the beauty of holiness’ I say yes, the holy must be beautiful. God, being perfect, must be beautiful. But when William Dowsing leads his men into Pembroke College chapel and cries, ‘Tear down the idols!’, when his righteous hammer strikes the friable stone and the saint’s face crumbles, I feel the excitement of the act, the outrage against superstition, the sheer bravado of defacement. This is original, no? Iconoclasts have had a bad press over the years. The evil dwarf Aidan Massey is not the author of this insight, for Christ’s sake his special period is the Tudors, when it comes to the Civil War I know as much as him. So does Christina, one year out of Edinburgh University, three months’ research and she’s master of her subject. Mistress. But the professor gets the credit. The world turned upside down.


Where does an eleven-year-old boy get an idea like that? Walking on walls and below only clouds.


She’s put her magazine down and closed her eyes. Such a sexy bruised face. Why these thoughts from a happily married man? My six seconds have expired. Things I want and haven’t got. Hard to speak simple words. Why didn’t I say more to Jack this morning? Breakfast the least serious time of day. And then there’s Laura, sharer of my life, mother of my children. How come I daydream of sex with a stranger on a train? Fifteen years married and still a certain shyness, or a delicacy maybe. Not good form to love your wife and desire other women. Things I feel but can’t admit. Suppose I were to say it. Hurt, lack of comprehension, perhaps even disgust. Driven out of the house like a dog with muddy paws.


The house Laura’s father’s money bought. The school fees Laura’s father’s money pays. And in this morning’s post an insurance bill for over two thousand. Last month’s credit cards not yet paid, oil for central heating running at four hundred a quarter, both cars due for servicing, even the water bill’s a killer these days. And there’s a tax bill coming up in two months that I do not have. But no, I’m not asking for more money, Barry. This isn’t about money. Call it justice, if you like. Call it honourable behaviour. Call it an end to idolatry.


I must remember to ask Jack about his dream, maybe at the weekend when we’ve got time. A walk on the Downs on Sunday, maybe go into the secret valley, we could get as far as the lost monument if we give it enough time. The children always pull faces and say they hate walks.


You walk everywhere on the tops of walls, you can go anywhere you like, only don’t fall because the walls are so high there’s only clouds down there. And beneath the clouds? Ah, there’s the question. A happy land of wine and roses. More clouds, more nothing. Or just falling, falling for ever.


Uncrossing her legs. Eyes closed but she won’t be asleep. What makes one woman sexy and another not? Nothing to do with beauty. You can just feel it, or maybe it’s a smell.


Beeble-beeble-beeble. Her phone.


‘Hello? Yes. No, I can’t do it, Tom. I wish, I wish. Ask Sally. I don’t know.’


Here am I, inches away from her, and she’s talking to someone invisible, someone far away. Her face makes expressions for her distant friend, but it’s I, the close stranger, who witnesses them.


‘I can’t do your job for you, Tom. It’s hard enough doing my own.’


Something in the fashion world? Not quite groomed enough. Could be publishing. Though Christ knows television has its share of dossers.


‘Hi, Sally, it’s Liz Dickinson, eight something Wednesday morning, just wanted to warn you Tom’s on the scrounge. I’m out for lunch, catch you later.’


It’s like being at the theatre, a one-woman play. The overheard life. Rear Window in audio. Maybe she’s committed a murder.


‘Jane? It’s Liz. Look, huge apologies, I’m not going to be able to make it after all. I would, but I have to get back for Alice. She hates me leaving her with my mother.’


What makes her believe her phone calls are private? I’m listening and learning. Or at least guessing.


‘No, I’m having lunch with Guy. Not a chance. No, I mean it. I keep in touch for Alice’s sake, she needs a father, and he’s the only one she’s got, God help her.’


So she’s a single mother. Someone wrote a whole book about picking up single mothers, the idea being that they’re more up for it, though I don’t see why. Not with me at least. Particularly as I’m married and even to think such thoughts is beyond the bounds of acceptable behaviour. What Jimmy Carter called ‘adultery of the heart’, which happens every day, every hour, and means nothing but is still a secret. How could I ever tell Laura? We’re close, we talk, there’s trust, but beyond the lamplight lies terra incognita, dark continents, the beauty of unholiness.


Do other husbands feel this way? If so, what a strange world we live in. Every man an almost-adulterer, constrained by decency, habit, squeamishness, lack of opportunity. No, there’s more than that, there’s something honourable, a refusal to inflict pain on one you love. But even so, the desire remains. The desire concealed. The secret carried in men’s eyes, we recognize it in each other, but we don’t speak the words.


‘Because he’s a two-timing bastard. Three-timing, ten-timing. He can’t help himself. I don’t blame him any more, that’s just how some men are, it’s not personal.’


Some men. But which men? Women know the worst about some men, but the man they love, the father of their children, he’s the exception to the rule. He doesn’t fantasize about sex with strangers on trains. Why would he need it when he has a good sex life with his wife at home?


Why indeed?


The train is passing over the Balcombe viaduct. Henry looks out through the rain-blurred windows at the green fields and woods. He likes this stretch of the journey, always watches out for it, the train raised high over the wide and peaceful scene. He has made something of a speciality of landscapes, you could say he collects views; and not views in isolation, views according to the time of day, the weather, the time of year. Thus his home view from Edenfield Hill looking towards Mount Caburn and the plain of the weald is at its most perfect on an early spring morning when there are high clouds in the sky and low sunlight spills over the land. He treasures his views precisely because they are not collectable, you catch them by chance, most days the light is too flat or the cloud cover too low. These days he rarely finds the time to go view-hunting because his hours at work are getting longer.


He pulls an orange paper file from the bag beneath his seat and settles down to prepare for his script meeting. Forty minutes or so still to go to Victoria. The rain seems to be passing.


It’s very simple, Barry. What I’m asking for isn’t a favour, it’s a fundamental issue of justice. Also it happens to make me extremely angry.


He takes out a pencil and writes on the top of the script:


‘Break something.’
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The cars turn off the lane into Underhill School, follow each other nose to tail over the sleeping policemen down the rhododendron drive, swing left at the art classroom and past the dining hall, to pause, engines purring, between the gymnasium and the main school porch. Here Alan Strachan stands, idly calculating the accumulated value of the cars, while watching to see that no arriving children are run over. Toyota Landcruiser Amazon, W-reg, forty thousand new. Grand Voyager, X-reg, tinted windows, thirty thousand. Volvo V-70, T-reg, twenty-five. Mercedes SL300, Y-reg, forty. And these are the wives’ cars, the nannies’ cars, the little country runabouts. In Haywards Heath station car park even now there stand several million pounds worth of automobiles, the BMWs and Jaguars and Range Rovers that ferry their masters seven miles a day, not to mention the Sunday cars kept pristine in silent garages outside rectories and manor houses, the Aston Martin DB5, the Ferrari Testarossa, the Bentley Tourer built in 1935 when real men knew how to build real cars. Most mornings standing by the school drive you can pass the half-million mark in quarter of an hour.


‘Morning sir.’


‘Morning Richard. How’s the cough?’


‘Better sir.’


The young teacher wears brown cords, a mushroom-coloured jacket: his attempt at camouflage. On his pale and beautiful face there lingers a habitual smile, the outward form of an ironic view of the world. Alan Strachan is not embittered by the knowledge that any one of the arriving cars has cost more than his entire year’s salary. He is amused. The absurdity of the world’s rewards systems amuses him. The popular illusion that people get what they deserve amuses him. Perhaps he would concede that in the long run justice is done, good work is honoured, poor work forgotten. But by then all concerned are dead.


No post yet this morning. It gets later and later. Maybe pop home in the lunch break to check. The letter should have come by now.


‘Morning sir.’


‘Morning Thomas.’


‘Sir I’m off games today sir.’


‘What’s the problem?’


‘Temperature sir.’


‘Everyone has a temperature, Thomas. If you had no temperature you’d be dead. Or rather you’d have ceased to exist.’


‘My mother says it’s ninety-nine point two, sir.’


Save me from parents. Save me from the bored wives of rich men who work too hard. Save their children from them. This decent healthy kid, born into comfort and privilege, is being robbed daily of his natural resilience and vigour.


‘Do you feel unwell?’


‘Maybe a little sir.’


Feel unwell for Mummy, son. She’ll love you more if you need her. Don’t feel unwell for me.


‘All right. Tell Matron.’


The boy stands back for Science, a door-wide form in the doorway.


‘Morning Mrs Digby.’


‘Good morning, Thomas. Alan, are you holding another of your rehearsals this afternoon?’


Note the anger in the pronoun. Not our rehearsal, or the school’s rehearsal, but mine alone. Strachan’s folly.


‘Well, yes, Jane. Don’t want the children to make fools of themselves in front of their adoring parents.’


‘I’ll release my class at three-fifteen as usual. Not one minute earlier. They have Common Entrance, you know.’


Cowplop of antimatter. Plughole of passion. Who cares about your arse-corker of an exam? Can’t you see what happens to them on stage? They blossom. They grow strong and tall. They unfold. Feed their souls, inflame their dreams. We are the first stage of mighty rockets. We deliver the power that launches capsuled youth into the ecstasies of outer space. And then we drop unthanked away.


‘The rehearsal starts at three as usual.’


Six compositions to mark. Fifteen minutes for lunch, five minutes to drive home, five minutes back, it’ll take half the break, I should be handing the work back in fifth period, and there won’t be a letter because the more you want something the less it comes. But it has to come soon so why not today? And if it does then I must open it and unfold the letter within and read the words typed by a secretary whose fingertips should have burned the keyboard but no doubt didn’t.


Alan Strachan turns his head with an abrupt movement, only to gaze with a distant smile at the distant Downs. Prepare for all eventualities. Original writing requires original readers. MobyDick a failure in Melville’s lifetime. Madame Bovary scorned by the critics. Every creative act an act of will. The artist imposes his vision on the world. The familiar vision, the giver of comfort is embraced and welcomed, but the awkward, the indigestible, the strange in taste, causes the herd-mind to flinch from it and brush it aside, with unsent letters and unringing phones.


And yet, and yet. Byron was twenty-four when he woke up one morning and found himself famous. Scott Fitzgerald was twenty-three.


I’m late already.


Today perhaps is the day. Surely it must come. Why else the hard-won scholarship, the invisible years in a school that made me ashamed of my home but offered me no refuge? Why else this solitary exile?


Maybe the letter’s already in the postman’s van, toiling across Sussex, stopping at every house on the way. The verdict reached two days ago, committed to paper with warm breath, cooling in mail bags, on trains, in vans, seeping into the past, to reach me as history, an echo of a flicker in a filing cabinet in Portland Place. By opening the envelope I create a new present, a return of life, the verdict igniting like a letter bomb, exploding in my brain.


Yes I’ll dash home after lunch.


‘Morning sir.’


‘Morning Jack.’





5



The taxi is an extravagance but Liz Dickinson is late and she’s feeling nervous and maybe more to the point she’s angry with herself. The piece on children’s bedtimes isn’t done yet. All she’s got is a worked-up version of the American Psychological Association study which claims that seven to eleven year olds aren’t getting enough sleep for their mental needs. She’s rung all her friends to find a child who stays up late and can’t concentrate in class next morning, but so far no takers. The piece will have to be re-angled. Should children be allowed to choose their own bedtime? A few more phone calls after lunch, have the copy in by five.


Not that there’s anything wrong in snatching a quick hour to have lunch with Guy. He’s so rarely available and they do need to keep in touch for Alice’s sake, given that he’s Alice’s father, not that you’d know it, though he does pay her school fees which at £3,000 a term is decent, and he has her up to town for lunch once in a while.


The restaurant is in Charlotte Street, down the road from Guy’s office, a typical Guy manoeuvre. She has to cross London, he strolls all of one block. But then as he willingly concedes, he is a supremely selfish man. He concedes it as if it’s part of his genetic coding, like his blue eyes. If you want me, say those frank baby blue eyes, you have to take me as I am. And she does. Or did.


The taxi costs £11. At least Guy will pay for lunch. As she slams the taxi door behind her Liz says to herself, I will not fuck after lunch. She repeats it to show she means it. I will not fuck after lunch. So she showered this morning and put on pretty underclothes, that’s just thinking ahead, you have to be ready for the unexpected. Guy is not the unexpected. Guy is the shit-souled bastard who broke her heart so badly she vowed never to see him again and has only seen him at roughly six-monthly intervals for the last ten years. Sometimes these meetings have ended in sex, sometimes not. This is a not.


The restaurant is called Passione. Not a promising start. She checks her watch: dead on one. Why am I always on time for Guy? I’m always late for everyone else. Guy of course is always late for everyone, including me.


‘Table for two? Guy Caulder?’


She orders a glass of white Verdicchio and has drunk all of it by the time he breezes into the restaurant, ten minutes later. Same old look, meaning old beige cords, green jacket, turtleneck sweater, smoothed down hair: like a Spitfire pilot on home leave, a minor public school boy, the type protective mothers used to tag NST, Not Safe in Taxis. Preposterous in this new century. How does he get away with it?


‘Liz. Got caught on the phone.’


A light kiss on the lips. Smell of cigarettes.


‘Still smoking?’


‘Still giving up.’


He sits and looks at her, his smiling blue eyes taking in every detail, registering approval. She likes the open sexual admiration, feels herself become desirable under his desiring gaze. Of course she dressed this morning for him.


‘You look great, Liz.’


‘You look exactly the same. Maybe a little fatter.’


He grins, pats his belly. You can’t offend Guy, he loves himself too much.


‘Too many lunches. I’m thinking of giving up lunch.’


‘You’re incapable of giving anything up.’


‘True, princess, true. But when two pleasures compete, I surrender the lesser one.’


Liz refrains from asking what this means. She’s thinking how casually, how proprietorially, he calls her ‘princess’, which is a private term of endearment from long ago, and how much she wants to hear it again. And this despite the fact that Guy is all take and no give, that he destroys her hard-won equilibrium, that she always cries after seeing him again. I must have no self-respect, she thinks.


‘So are you going to ask after your daughter?’


‘Of course. How is Alice?’


‘I’m worried about her. She’s so unmotivated. She doesn’t seem to be interested in any of her subjects at school.’


‘She fucking better be. I’m paying ten grand a year for her to be at that fucking school.’


‘Please, Guy.’


She always did hate his swearing. She likes language, more than likes, she reveres language, and flinches from the sheer numbing laziness of expletives. Which Guy knows.


‘Oh, right,’ he says. ‘The thing is,’ he says, ‘I like fucking.’


‘Yes. We all know that.’


‘I like fucking you.’


‘Guy. Stop it. We’re in public.’


‘I’m not speaking loudly. Only you can hear me. I’m simply stating a fact. You’re the best fuck I’ve ever had. Why wouldn’t I like it?’


‘Look at the menu. If we don’t order soon I’ll be late back, and I have a deadline.’


Liz fixes her attention on the menu and scans the list of Antipasti but her brain fails to register a single word. She’s feeling the heat between her thighs and repeating her protective mantra and hating Guy for talking about sex. I will not fuck after lunch. I will not fuck after—


‘So let’s not have lunch.’


‘What?’


‘We can eat when we’re alone. We can only fuck when we’re together.’


‘Guy, what are you talking about?’


‘I have the key to a friend’s flat. Round the corner.’


‘No. Absolutely no. I came here to talk about Alice. Have a civilized lunch. If it wasn’t for Alice I would never want to see you again.’


‘Okay.’ You can’t offend Guy. ‘The mushroom risotto is good.’ Actually his total insensitivity is rather restful.


‘I’m not hungry enough for risotto.’


Mistake.


‘You’re not hungry?’


‘Just not hungry enough for risotto.’


‘So why don’t we go to my friend’s flat?’


‘Because I don’t want to.’


‘I don’t believe you.’


‘How can you say that? You’re not interested in me in any way at all apart from sexually, you never ask about Alice till I remind you. You’re not a good person, Guy.’


‘I’m not following this. You don’t want to have sex with me because I’m only interested in you sexually?’


‘Yes.’


‘What else should I be interested in? Your mind? Your personality?’


‘That would make a change.’


‘So how about we give half an hour to talking about your personality, and half an hour for a fuck?’


‘No.’


‘You’re a hypocrite, Liz.’


‘Oh, it’s my fault, is it?’


‘You know that if I kept quiet about the sex, and talked all about you, and only got to the sex bit later, you’d be just fine about it. My problem is I’m honest.’


‘Your problem is you’ve never worked out that people don’t like being used.’


‘Who’s using who? I love sex. You love sex. Don’t deny it. I know how you fuck. Why do you think I love sex with you so much? Because you’re the only woman I know who loves her body and loves the pleasure your body gives you. You’re a natural. Christ, just thinking about it makes me hard.’


‘That’s enough.’


‘So I want to use you. Don’t you want to use me?’


‘No.’


‘I don’t believe you. Give me your hand.’


‘I will do no such thing.’


‘Put your hand here and look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t want to fuck.’


‘No.’


‘I dare you.’


He’s like a child. She holds out her hand and he puts it in his lap under the table, and she looks into his eyes. He is very hard.


‘I do not want to fuck.’


‘Liar.’


‘Why am I getting all this pressure? You must have some girlfriend you can call.’


‘None of them fuck like you.’


Liz begins to feel helpless. The sheer shamelessness of his demands disarms her. That, and the feel of the hard ridge in his lap. Maybe it’s all as simple as he pretends.


‘How do you know I don’t have a boyfriend?’


‘Do you?’


‘No.’


‘So what’s the problem? You know you like it.’


This is true. Secretly, humiliatingly true. She’s never admitted it to him, and never will, but only with this untrustworthy shit has she ever achieved an orgasm. Her body remembers sex with Guy far too well. She is shivering with longing.


‘I hate you, Guy Caulder. I want you out of my life.’


He interprets this correctly.


‘I’ll leave a big tip.’


The friend’s flat is indeed round the corner, above a wine shop in Percy Street. Guy finds the key and fumbles at the lock, while Liz shuts down all mental operations, not wanting to hear the waiting accusatory voice. Instead, she anticipates the look and feel of his body.


The street door open, he goes directly up the narrow stairs without a word, and she follows. The flat is on the second floor. The master bedroom is small, with a big bed and a wardrobe mirror to one side. She stands looking round wondering who lives here, some man, no sign of a woman’s things, the duvet cover blue-and-white stripe, cotton-linen mix, very Conran Shop. Then he’s pushing her back onto the bed, kneeling over her, still fully dressed, sliding one hand between her legs.


Why so easy with Guy and so difficult with all other men?


Later. The sound of water in the bathroom basin. Guy humming some half-familiar tune. The rush of the cistern. The clunk of a door.


Guy looking down at her, blue eyes smiling, pulling on his pants.


‘You love it, don’t you?’


‘Doesn’t everyone?’


‘No. Not like you.’


Only with you. Not with the gentle men, the considerate men, the men who ask what I want and listen when I answer. Only with a man who uses my body for his pleasure and breaks my heart.


‘Look, I don’t want to hurry you.’


‘It’s okay. I have to get back too.’


She goes to the bathroom, finds a bidet, flinches at the cold ceramic against her hot skin. Pulls on discarded clothing. A quick check in the mirror tells her she looks like a woman who’s just been fucked.


‘We should do lunch more often,’ he says.


‘We didn’t do lunch.’


‘I’m really going to have to run.’


‘Let me get my shoes on for Christ’s sake.’


Out into the street, where he leaves her. She checks her watch. They’ve spent barely half an hour together, not enough for lunch. Sex was all he had scheduled, was all he wanted. Knowing Guy he probably had a sandwich earlier.


She walks down Charlotte Street to the corner of Goodge Street and stands waiting for a taxi. There’s a sharp wind, it makes her eyes sting. She does not cry.
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The rain has passed by the time Laura sets off for work. She drives the old Volvo down green lanes, the trees cut close on either side to the height of the highest truck. Overhead the branches are vaulted like the aisles of a cathedral. Through lime-green tunnels to the Newhaven road, through the straggling village of Edenfield, past the church and the shop and the pub, her handbag on the seat beside her, the letter in the handbag. She has made a resolution. She will not reply until she has talked to Henry.


So now as she follows her familiar route to Edenfield Place her mind is busy not thinking about the letter. Instead she thinks about her nine-year-old daughter Carrie, who has got herself into a tangle over her friendships. Carrie’s best friend Naomi won’t talk to her because Carrie was paired on an art project with Tessa and Carrie and Tessa went on with their art project in break. Now Naomi won’t even look at her when Carrie tries to make up and won’t answer when she speaks to her and Carrie is frantic with misery. Not that she shows it or talks about it. Only her eyes red from secret crying and her little face white from lack of sleep admit that her soul is desolated. Last night after she was supposed to be tucked up it all came hiccupping out, the dreadful tale of unjust punishment and love denied.


‘I’m not Tessa’s friend, Tessa’s friend, it’s only for the project, I had to do it, do it, why does she hate me? I ask her why, her why, she won’t talk to me, I try to be nice, but she won’t talk, won’t talk.’


Is this bullying? Should Laura alert her daughter’s class teacher? How do you order one little girl to be friends with another little girl? Laura held Carrie in her arms and told her it wasn’t her fault and people just do get jealous sometimes and at least it means Naomi wants to be her friend because it’s only when you really love someone that you hurt them this way.


‘I know that,’ said Carrie, nine years old but wise to the ways of the world. ‘I just wish she’d talk to me.’


Laura turns into the park gates and down the long drive to the immense and ugly house. Until recently Edenfield Place was considered absurd, its sprawling mass of turrets and towers assembled with a deliberate asymmetry, a Victorian fantasy of the middle ages created for a pharmacist grown rich on patent medicines. But a century has gone by, the false past has become the real past, and now the Gothic Revival style is admired and preserved. Edenfield Place’s listing has been promoted to Grade I. Its third-generation owner, William Holland, Lord Edenfield, finds himself obliged to maintain the acres of carved stone and woodwork, the tiles and the marble inlay, the stained glass, the mosaics, and the Victorian ironwork. The original source of the Holland fortune, no longer generously laced with opiates, no longer enriches its patent holder; and the present Lord Edenfield, known to all as Billy, finds that as the prestige of his estate rises, his ability to support it falls.


Laura Broad, formerly of Bernard Quaritch Antiquarian Books, is one small part of the survival strategy. The library at Edenfield Place houses a famous collection of travel books and maps, established by the family patriarch and enlarged by his son George. No one knows the value of the collection, but it is supposed that its hundreds of shelves bear a treasure that can be exchanged for hard cash. Laura’s task is to catalogue and to estimate.


So far she has unearthed one golden nugget: a rare first edition of the Peregrinaçam by Mendes Pinto, one of the first Europeans to travel in Japan. She carried it excitedly to Billy Holland, who said, ‘How much?’ She guessed £30,000. ‘Not enough,’ he replied. She has raised his expectations too high with her stories of First Folios selling for millions.


She parks by the west wing and goes in by the servants’ entrance. Pat Kelly the housekeeper sees her pass by down the passage.


‘Cup of tea?’


‘Please, Pat. You’re an angel.’


Laura works the bank of switches that turn on the library lights, and bay after bay emerges from the gloom. The long hall has only one window, at the far end, but it is enormous: wide and arched and crowded with stone tracery. Above it the intricate scrollwork of the carved wood walls rises to a hammerbeam roof. The floor is a riot of inlaid marble, a flowering meadow that is cold under foot.


She settles down in her work corner, opens the hard-bound lined notebook in which she is listing the results of her search. The first rapid trawl is done: ahead the slow labour, volume by volume, shelf by shelf. She is doing the job for a finder’s fee of four per cent. On total sales of, say, a quarter million this would net her £10,000. Surely in a library of this size she can rack up at least that. You need luck, of course. A page annotated by Daniel Defoe. A previously unidentified account of a voyage that turns out to be by a crew member on the Beagle. The first Lord Edenfield bought on impulse, in batches, some of which have never been broken up. There is no catalogue, only files of letters from booksellers and intermediaries.


These letters are her initial source of information. Here she tracks dates, titles, prices paid. One by one she is excavating the forty-four big box files, converting the unstable stacks of papers into methodical lists. She has reached File 17.


Pat Kelly comes with tea and biscuits. Pat likes Laura’s company, the house can be lonely. She brings chocolate bourbons.


‘Pat, you shouldn’t. I like them too much.’


‘And why not? What harm is there in a little of what you like?’


Pat is Irish, beautiful in a comfortable cushiony way, unassailably good-tempered. Her sympathy is easily roused, most frequently by the stories she reads in the newspaper, where she locates on an almost daily basis tales of the abuse or murder of children. ‘The little angel, she’ll be in heaven now, her sufferings are over. But what was he thinking when he did it? Does he not have a mother that loves him?’


She also brings Laura reports on her employer, whose solitary life touches her heart.


‘The poor man, what does he do all day but watch television? He needs company. Yesterday I heard noises in the chapel. It was him, talking to his mother.’


Billy Holland’s mother has been dead for years. A shrine in the chapel created to her memory by her husband George has an inscription that reads: ‘You loved so well the Lord took you for his own.’


‘Do you mean he was saying prayers?’


‘Prayers? Don’t I know prayers? He was talking to her, the soft onion.’


Pat proffers the idiosyncratic term with tenderness.


‘Well, Mummy, he says. You know I’ve never been the clever one, he says. I don’t know that I can hold it together much longer, he says, with Celia gone.’


‘You listened, Pat!’


‘So I did. With Celia gone, he says.’ Pat’s round eyes widen with scorn. ‘It’s ten years at least since that lady was kind enough to cease tormenting the poor man.’


Laura knows there’s concern over money, but not that it has reached crisis point. Celia, the departed Lady Edenfield, was reputed to be a tight manager.


‘Do you think he’ll sell up, Pat?’


‘Not him. Didn’t he make a promise to his father? I never knew a man respect his father the way that man does. He says to me one day, Forty years, Pat. My father lived for forty years after my mother died, and never looked at another woman. That’s love, Pat, he says.’


‘Is it true?’


‘It’s true enough, there’s no denying. As true as it’s daft.’


‘You don’t say that to Billy.’


‘Would I say such a thing? But it’s a terrible thing to see a good man go to waste.’


By now the tea is drunk and the three chocolate Bourbons eaten, two by Laura. Pat takes up the tray.


‘You’re the only one comes in here now,’ she says.


Laura returns to her file. There, half an hour or so after Pat Kelly has told her George Holland never looked at another woman for forty years, she finds the love letters. They are tied together with string, and there’s a covering note dated October 10th 1955.


Doll has returned my letters. I will never see her again. I will not burn what remains of the greatest happiness I have ever known.


She unties the string. The first folded sheet carries a single line written in erratic pencil.


Waiting in lake house 6oc. Doll.


Then another folded sheet, an impulsive line in fluent ink.


Swear to be there if only for a quarter hour. I miss you every minute. G.


Laura reads no more. These letters have no commercial value. She refolds the papers, re-ties the string.


She walks through empty halls to the chapel. The heavy door swings open without a sound. Inside is a space as big as a city church, illuminated by the melancholy colours of Victorian stained glass. The memorial to the second Lady Edenfield is halfway down the north wall, a marble effusion of urn and drapery presided over by a life-size angel. Laura tracks the carved inscription below for a date of death.


October 2nd 1955.


Eight days later her husband brought his liaison to an end. His forty years of devoted celibacy, it seems, formed the long coda not only to his marriage but to his adultery. Other people’s lives always so much more complicated than they seem.


My own life so much more complicated than it seems.


She sits in a mahogany pew and stares unseeingly at the altar furnishings. Only words on paper: but words, paper, these are the constituents of high explosive. Libraries not dry as supposed, not dusty, but coursing with blood, hissing with passion. She has learned in the course of her work to love libraries, to find in long-untouched books the shivery excitement of waking the dead. Now she learns they can destroy the living.


Shall we meet and compare notes on the vagaries of life’s journey?


Billy Holland is in the little room he calls his office, though it also contains a single high bed that has an air of being slept in. He is seated at his desk, reading glasses low on his nose, hands clasping greying temples. As Laura enters his big blank eyes rise up to meet hers, and he blinks as if emerging from sleep.


‘Oh, Laura. Hello.’


‘Sorry to bother you, Billy. I found something I thought you should see.’


‘How much is it worth?’


‘Nothing of any value, I’m afraid. Even so.’


She holds out the string-tied bundle.


‘I’m relying on you, Laura. Rumple—Rumple—’


He waves one hand in the air to grasp the elusive word.


‘Rumpelstiltskin?’


‘That’s the fellow. Weave straw into gold.’


He reads the covering note. Bewilderment spreads slowly over his mottled face.


‘What is this? I don’t understand.’


‘I found them in one of the letter files. I’ve not looked at them, beyond a first glance.’


He nods, and begins to untie the string. His fingers fumble helplessly. She leans over the desk, and with quick precise movements releases the knots. Easy to do for other people.


She leaves him reading the letters in silence.
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There was a note waiting for her in her pigeon-hole in the porter’s lodge. The handwriting was unfamiliar and there was no name at the end.


4pm. Came to see you but you’re not here. If you come to see me I’ll be there.


She knew at once the note was from Nick Crocker, without entirely knowing how she knew. She showed it to Katie, who was indignant.


‘Why can’t he put his name? It’s ridiculous.’


Laura wanted to say that it wasn’t ridiculous at all, that it was both a test and a declaration. He was saying to her: if you know who I am then I’m right about you. If I’m right about you, we’ll meet again. And it was more than that, it was a promise. I’ll be there.


‘He doesn’t know when you’ll call on him. He doesn’t know he’ll be there. What’s he going to do? Stay in his room for days in case you drop by?’


‘No,’ said Laura. ‘I don’t think so.’


He’s waiting for me now. He wants me to come. She had that melting feeling she got in her stomach when she was very excited or very afraid.


‘So what will you do?’


‘I expect I’ll look him up. Some time.’


From this moment on she thought about Nick Crocker without ceasing. This certainly was ridiculous. She didn’t know him at all. They had talked at Richard’s party, but not for long, and she had hardly been able to hear him over the chatter and the music. How was it that on such a slender basis she imagined her life was about to change?


Her first thought was that she would call on him in a day or two. It wouldn’t do to seem too keen. On the other hand she had no wish to appear indifferent. Maybe tomorrow evening? Soon, however, she realized she was incapable of waiting until tomorrow. Either this is all about nothing, she reasoned to herself, in which case the sooner I get it out of my system the better. Or it’s the real thing at last; in which case, why wait?


She chose mid-evening for her call. Earlier and he might be out at supper; later was too suggestive. His room was at the top of a poorly-lit staircase. The outer door was open.


How to knock? Laura wished to present herself as casual, informal, friendly, confident. Her knock must not be too insistent, nor yet too timid. Her hand hovered, raised before the door panel, and she felt her whole body shaking.


This is stupid.


She took a slow deep breath, and knocked twice.


‘Yes?’


The room was in darkness but for a pool of light thrown onto a long desk by an Anglepoise lamp. Nick was sitting at the desk under the window by the far wall, not rising from his studies, turning to look over his shoulder at the door. His face rim-lit by the lamplight.


‘Oh. It’s you.’


For a fraction of a second she saw that he was surprised: he had not expected her to come. At once she was overwhelmed by the conviction that she should not have come. But now he was up out of his work chair, turning on more lights, acting the gracious host.


‘That’s wonderful. You found me. Come on in.’


‘You look as if you’re hard at work.’


‘No, it’s fine. Glad of the break. What can I get you? Glass of wine?’


‘If you have some.’


‘I don’t have much of anything, but I always have wine.’


He went into the little pantry and she heard the noise of water running into a basin. Cleaning the wine glasses, presumably. She looked round the long room. It wasn’t at all like other student rooms. No posters, no discarded beer cans. The pictures on the walls were framed and looked real; engravings, mostly. She recognized one of them from the postcard he had used as a bookmark on the train. It was a monochrome version of the same scene.


At the far end of the room a half-open door led into a small bedroom. A glimpse of crumpled duvet. Nick was in his third year, and enjoyed the luxury of a set of rooms.


She felt her stomach shivering.


Nick rejoined her, holding out a heavy French café glass well-filled with red wine. He smiled as he gave her the glass. She found she couldn’t hold his look and turned away, moved over to the deep old sofa, fooled about finding somewhere to stand her glass. She didn’t want to do the talking, didn’t know what to say, felt the need of clues as to what he expected of her.


‘What day is it today?’ he said.


‘Thursday, I think.’


‘Then here’s to Thursday.’ He raised his glass. ‘Happy Thursday.’


She smiled and raised her glass. They both drank.


‘I wonder why we haven’t met before,’ he said. Then, ‘No, I don’t. I’m such a hermit.’


‘Are you a hermit?’


‘What with finals looming, and my dissertation to finish.’


A nod towards the papers and books laid out on the desk.


‘What’s it on?’ said Laura.


‘Oh, no. Don’t ask.’


‘Why not?’


He settled down on the only other upholstered chair and stretched out his legs and smiled at her over the top of his wine glass. For a moment he didn’t answer. Then in slow deliberate tones he explained himself.


‘The fact is, I really do care about the work I’m doing. Quite a lot, actually. But I don’t see why anyone else should care. So rather than bore people or embarrass them I’ve learned not to talk about it.’
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