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The Moment
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… Unlike us,


They knew how, and when, to detach themselves


From the love that moves the sun and the other stars.


‘Karlsbad Caverns’, Ted Hughes


And like music on the waters


Is thy sweet voice to me


‘There Be None of Beauty’s Daughters’,
George Gordon (Lord) Byron








Winter






 


So, when it happens it is, of course, inevitable, as it had been since that moment their hands touched the summer before.


‘Well,’ Rose says when the three of them get back from the races, ‘I think I’ll go upstairs. It’s been a long day.’


‘Are you sure?’ Eve asks, bending down to kiss Rose’s cheek. ‘Won’t you have a hot drink, warm yourself up a bit?’


Eve straightens and looks across at Myles. He’s standing by his desk. The late-afternoon sun is falling in layers through the louvred shutters, making a pattern on the floor.


‘No thank you, dear. It’s been lovely, so lovely, such a wonderful reminder of long ago, but I think I’ll go up, settle in for the evening, rest these weary bones.’ Rose laughs a little as she says this and turns to go.


The door closes softly behind her and Eve and Myles can hear her slow footsteps as she climbs up to her flat. The quiet she leaves behind her is astonishing.


‘Would you like a coffee, or …’ there is a pause, ‘tea perhaps?’ Myles asks, his voice travelling across the room in gulps, ‘if you can stay a while, that is. Or do you need to get back?’


Eve looks at her watch. She can stay. Andrew won’t be back until much later so she nods; it’s a tiny nod, barely perceptible, but Myles must have seen it because he begins to move towards the kitchen. As he passes by her she can smell horses. Even though they’d only visited the paddock a few times, the sweet scent of the animals seems to cling to his clothes and when he’s gone she sees the strength of them, the sun glinting on their coats, and it reminds her of summer, the summer before and the light threaded through Myles’s hair, the light lodged in his eyes, and she’s aware she’s not breathing. She gasps.


‘You OK?’ he asks, switching on the kettle.


She hadn’t realised he’d heard her.


‘Yes, fine.’


As she waits she touches a few things on his desk; she doesn’t move anything, just lets her fingers brush the lid of his laptop, the back of the chair he sits in when he writes. The sun is lower now, the central heating has come on; she cannot hear Rose move around upstairs, and outside, the sound of the traffic in Belle Avenue is sketchy and muffled.


Then she senses him behind her. He leans in and puts the mugs on the desk next to the laptop and a blue folder with the number nine written on it in emphatic black ink. His movements knock a pen which rolls very slightly and she reaches out to stop it, then turns to face him, the edge of the desk pressing into the back of her thighs, and his arms are around her and it feels like this is what perfect is.


His lips, when they kiss her, are warm and dry and the kiss travels through her sternum and into her belly; the space between her legs starts to howl.


‘You OK?’ he asks again.


She nods. She cannot speak.


This is the inevitable moment, not what will follow, or the fact they’re here in his flat on this December afternoon and Rose is upstairs and that she knows. This is the culmination of the emails, texts, calls, the snatched lunches they’ve had together in anonymous bars and tucked-away pubs, that November evening in the hotel, all the times they’d told themselves they were nothing more than good friends but when her skin had hummed at the nearness of him.


It’s getting dark in the room now as he cups her face in his hands. She loves the shape of him, everything about him; hadn’t thought she would ever feel anything like this again. But it’s here, it’s like instinct and, in this particular place at this particular time, it is totally and irretrievably right.


And there’s no guilt. Not yet.


The mugs stay on the desk, the streetlamp flickers on and the light in the room becomes like old gold. He leads her to the bed and afterwards she will remember his mouth on her breasts, the smooth length of him inside her, the rise and fall of him and the rhythm and release of him, the warmth of his skin on hers. She will remember the fist unfurling inside her when she comes and that she heard the sound of the sea.


This is perfect, she thinks later as she watches his face on the pillow next to her. His eyes are closed and his breathing is steady. For now she really believes they will be good at this; that this will be something good.





The summer before
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Eve is puzzled. At the top of the staircase she had been happy. But, by the time she reaches the hallway, she is filled with a kind of fury, her teeth feel too large for her mouth and all she wants to do is run.


But instead she says, ‘Oh,’ as she steps into the kaleidoscope of colours streaming through the stained-glass panels in the front door of Rose’s house. ‘Oh,’ she says again, as she opens the door and the solid heat of this July day presses up against her.


The man on the other side of the door moves back a fraction. They look at one another and, for a second, time slows to a crawl. ‘You must be …’ Eve says.


‘Yes,’ he replies, holding up a carton of milk and a banana as if by way of explanation. ‘Myles,’ he says, ‘new tenant, downstairs flat.’


‘The writer?’ Eve asks.


Rose had said he would be moving his stuff in and then going on holiday with his family for a couple of weeks. ‘He writes those DCI Pletheroe stories,’ she’d said, ‘and he’s going to do his writing here, said he wanted it to be like having a job, you know, like going out to work, that he couldn’t concentrate at home, what with his children, the dog.’ She’d hesitated, then added, ‘Suits me just fine,’ and had smiled at Eve, her eyes shining. Eve had stooped down to kiss her on the cheek and said, ‘Oh, if you’re sure, then I’m sure it’ll be fine too.’


‘Yes,’ the man who is the writer of the DCI Pletheroe mysteries and whose name is Myles now says to Eve, ‘the writer. For my sins!’ and he laughs.


Eve likes his laugh and his smile; likes the way his hair is unruly and tumbles on to his forehead and how the sun lights up the glints of gold in his stubble. He has the most amazing eyes, she thinks. She is, she realises, no longer angry and the swiftness of this change back to happy makes her dizzy.


‘I’m Eve.’


There is a pause, and in this pause Myles looks at the milk and banana and says, ‘Refreshments! For later.’


They swap places as Eve steps out of the door. Myles is still smiling.


It’s two o’clock and the sun is at its most savage. Eve should be getting back to work and is actually running a little late, but it’d been so lovely sitting on the veranda at the back of Rose’s first-floor flat; the shade cast by the house had been gentle and kind. She and Rose had eaten the sandwiches Eve had brought and drunk Rose’s lemonade: made from real lemons, it was tart and cold on their tongues and Eve had been content. At that time all had been well.


The veranda and the set of steps leading down into Rose’s garden are made of metal and are painted black. There’s a small platform between the seventh and eighth steps on which Rose keeps fuchsias in pots; their heavy flower heads bright red against the ironwork. They had trembled as Eve had moved the chairs and positioned the low table so she and Rose could sit down to eat, and had watched Eve carefully as she’d laid the table with small plates made of porcelain so delicate it was almost see-through. As she’d sat down, the ice in the jug of lemonade had cracked and popped and it was as though the fuchsia blooms were listening to this and nodding their heads in approval.


Now, it’s as though it was hours, not minutes, since Eve and Rose had chatted companionably as they’d had their lunch and, standing on the path with this man’s shape dark in the doorway, Eve can’t remember what they’d said, only that the small patch of sky above Rose’s house had been blue like cobalt is blue and the air had smelled petrolly, thick with fumes and summer, and that the birdsong had been insistent.


‘Ah, refreshments,’ Eve says to Myles, laughing a little. She has no idea why, but it seems the best thing she can do. ‘I must be getting back to work, I guess.’ As if I have any other choice, she thinks.


‘Me, too,’ Myles replies, reaching out the hand that’s not holding the milk and banana.


He makes to close the door.


At the self-same moment Eve reaches out her hand, the one that’s not holding the bag she’d brought the sandwiches in, and pulls the door to. Their fingers touch.


‘Oh,’ they both say together.


It’s only a fleeting touch, no more than a hover of skin on skin, but they both snatch their hands away as if the wood of the door is on fire.


Then Myles closes the door and Eve walks down the path to the gate and Belle Avenue. She doesn’t look back, but imagines him standing on the other side of the door looking through the coloured glass panels as she fades from view. The gate-handle creaks as she lifts it. She steps on to the pavement. Her car is parked a little way down the road and the space outside Rose’s house has now been taken by a light green Mercedes sports car; an old one, by the look of it. Eve says the word ‘vintage’ under her breath as she unlocks the door of her battered Polo which her daughter, Jodie, says is the colour a cheap purple felt pen would make on bright yellow card, but which had been known simply as ‘Blue’ when Andrew had bought it for them back in 1997, when Jodie had been three.


Eve drives back to work without knowing that Rose had been watching from the upstairs window. The house is Edwardian, semi-detached and was where Rose’s parents had once lived, was where Rose had grown up, and Eve also doesn’t know that Rose had seen her meet Myles on the doorstep, seen the carton of milk and the banana he’d been carrying and how their hands had touched.


Eve doesn’t turn the radio on and doesn’t notice this either.


Later, in the kitchen of her own house in Byron Road, Eve pauses as she slices carrots into matchsticks for a stir fry. She’s already prepared the chicken and cut up the peppers, has picked out the seeds, which kept sticking to her vegetable knife. She is hot and tired. The meal seemed an easy choice, but it isn’t. It’s fiddly and time-consuming. The day outside the window is exhausted and seems to have collapsed on to the tinder-dry grass. The children next door are playing swing ball and she can hear their laughter; in fact she envies them the lightness of it. Somewhere a dog is barking and a siren is wailing limply in the distance. She has consciously not thought about meeting Rose’s tenant all afternoon. She didn’t think of it when she was at work, taking the minutes in the departmental team meeting, or when she chatted to Stella from Accounts at the coffee point, and she didn’t think of it when she pulled up on the drive, walked into her hall and stopped to listen to the house’s silence which, it seemed, had the weight of the day’s heat stored up in it.


But, she is thinking of it now and she’s remembering his eyes and how that touch, that briefest of touches, had felt and she’s puzzled again, this time by how much it meant, how furious she’d suddenly been and then how differently his touch had made her feel, just for that specific moment, just as their fingers had touched one another rather than the door. She does not understand this. It shouldn’t make her feel different, should it? There should be no surprises left, not now, not after all these years of being married, being a mother, living here in this house with its garden and windows and wooden garage door. She’s here and this is what’s real: this kitchen, the table where she, Andrew and Jodie sit to have their meals, the rosemary bush growing just outside the back door. She takes sprigs from it when she’s cooking a joint of lamb. ‘You’re being ridiculous,’ she tells herself and reapplies herself with vigour to the carrot in front of her.


Then she hears Jodie say, ‘Mum?’ and she turns to face her daughter, wonders how long she’s been standing there and whether what she’d just said had been loud enough to hear.


‘Oh, hello, love,’ Eve says. ‘Sorry, I was in a world of my own there. When did you get back? I didn’t hear you come in.’


‘Only a minute or two ago,’ Jodie says, leaning against the wall.


Eve glances at her impossibly beautiful daughter, at her smooth long legs, at her hair which is thick and dark and reaches to her waist, and she marvels anew at how she and Andrew could have produced something this wonderful. Her own height has always been something to which she has never quite become reconciled. She’s never been able to sashay or drape her long thin arms and legs in the way a supermodel would and which, at five foot eleven, she really could and should be able to. Nor has she ever got used to the size of her hands and feet; they too seem to have lives of their own. Her only saving graces, or so Eve believes, are her hair, which like Jodie’s is thick, dark and meaningfully long, and her eyes, which in a rare moment of lyricism Andrew once described as the colour of thickcut marmalade.


‘And how was your day?’ she now asks her daughter.


‘Oh, fine. It was so hot in the shop, though, and the heat makes everything sticky.’


Jodie is doing volunteer work in a charity shop in town while she waits for her A-level results. She’s taken five of them and had, by the end, worked herself to a standstill. This beautiful, amazing daughter of hers is now on the cusp of something momentous. Only a few more weeks of waiting and then they’ll both know what’s going to happen next.


‘I’m doing us a stir fry,’ Eve says now as she tips handfuls of the carrots into the wok.


‘Oh, didn’t I say I won’t be in for dinner tonight?’ Jodie says, whipping her phone out of her shirt pocket and staring at the screen. ‘We’re going down to the river, me, Tash and that lot. Someone’s ordering pizza and one of the boys is bringing his guitar. Thought I’d told you.’


‘No, don’t think so, but it doesn’t matter. Your dad’ll be home soon, anyway. Keep in touch, won’t you, though, and take some insect stuff; you’ll be bitten to blazes otherwise.’


‘Yeah, oh, all right,’ Jodie says, tapping the keys on her phone, a smile playing at the corner of her mouth that has nothing to do with anything her mother has just said. Eve knows her daughter isn’t listening to her, that she doesn’t really need to any more.


Jodie leaves in a car with music pumping out of its open windows and Eve stares at the courgettes. She’s yet to tackle the onion, knows that slicing it will make her eyes water. Taking a break, she stands at the back door in the hope of catching a bit of breeze, but the air is still thick and solid. Next door’s children have given up on their game and it’s quiet for a moment, so quiet that Eve can imagine hearing the pull and push of waves, the hushing sound they make as they draw sand up and then release it. She’s always wanted to live near the sea, sometimes resents being here, so far from the coast. And she thinks of sewing, of how she’s always wanted to sew too. She sees herself sitting in a cottage, looking out on to a headland, a bank of low clouds lit from beneath by an amber sun so heavy and bright that it makes the sky purple and churn in a rhythm like the sea. In this scene, there’s a bolt of fabric on her lap, the cold metal of a needle in the palm of her hand and the puck, puck sound it makes as she hems.


Eve is so busy with the sewing and the sea that she’s surprised to hear Andrew’s van trundle on to the drive, but she hears the handbrake ratchet as he pulls it up into position and the driver’s door slam shut. He’s whistling. Andrew always whistles. She returns to her chopping board, picks up the courgettes to run them under the tap.


‘Hi,’ he says jauntily as he strides up to her. She’s heard his keys clatter on the table in the hall and the sound of him slipping his shoes into the cupboard under the stairs. These are sounds he makes every evening and she knows he will have paint freckles in his hair and on his arms, knows he will have left his overalls in the van and will have changed out of his work boots and that the skin on the back of his neck and shoulders will be conker brown from working outside in this heat. He is a tall man, strong from a lifetime of labour, and he is broad and safe and she’s known him most of her life.


‘Hi,’ she replies. ‘Dinner’ll be ready in about half an hour.’


‘Oh, sorry,’ he says, ‘didn’t I tell you? We’ve got a gig tonight. At the Crown. Thought I’d said. I think I told Jodie. Didn’t she say anything? I won’t have time to eat anything just now, maybe later. Could you plate something up for me?’


And he’s whistling again and she has to speak loudly so that he can hear her over the noise of it.


‘No,’ she says, knowing her mouth has thinned to a line and that she’s tugging her hair behind her ears in an angry jagged way. The day, which was just about surviving, shudders and cracks. It is still, she realises, such a fragile line between chaos and calm. ‘No, you didn’t tell me, I would have remembered. Why do you think I’m here in this bloody kitchen, doing all this when it’s so hot outside?’ She scoops up the blanket of hair that’s hanging down her back and holds it in her hands to release some of the heat that’s built up on her neck.


‘Oh, I’m sorry, I really am. It’s just we can’t turn them down, the gigs, that is. Not now. Not when we’ve been asked to play. We’re being paid, you know, and it’s money, not beer this time, honest!’ He pauses and laughs good-naturedly and then takes off his T-shirt and wipes his chest and back with it. His skin is glistening. ‘I’ll just hop in the shower and change, grab my guitar and go. I am sorry, really I am.’


Eve doesn’t want to listen any more. She clatters the plates as she gets them out of the cupboard to show him how he’s made her feel, but he’s gone, bounding up the stairs two at a time, and he’s whistling. Another evening in on her own, then. Of course she’ll cook him a meal, of course she’ll tidy the kitchen and put the dishwasher on, but for now she grabs a bottle of wine from the fridge and pours herself a large glass. Maybe she’ll eat something later, maybe not. If she’d known neither he nor Jodie would be in, she’d have just made herself something simple, like a salad. But anyway, she’s not hungry now. She’s just tired; sad and tired.


‘I won’t be late,’ he says as he picks up his keys again from the hall table a little while later. ‘Jodie not in either, I presume?’ He doesn’t wait for a reply but says, ‘You’ll have a nice quiet evening to yourself, then. Wish us luck, my love.’


Yet again, he hasn’t asked if just this once she’d like to go with him and sit in the pub garden with a long cool drink and listen to the band playing inside. He hasn’t asked her to do this for so long now that she’s almost given up hoping that one day he might.


And then he’s gone too. He’s back in his van with his paint-spattered overalls folded neatly on the passenger seat and his pots of paints and his brushes, which he will have already washed at whoever’s house he’s working at now and which he’ll have wrapped in newspaper, and he will have secured the back door of the van with a padlock the size of a dinosaur’s foot.


In the space that yawns open in his wake, Eve is conscious of the vegetables waiting in the pan, the noodles and sauce in packets on the side, the chicken she’s cut into strips. She takes a mouthful of wine and purposefully doesn’t think of the man on Rose’s doorstep, how the sun lodged diamonds in his eyes and wove his beard with threads that were thin and the colour of gold.


She cooks the stir fry, puts a lid on the wok and turns off the heat. She was right; the onions did make her eyes water, at least that’s what she told herself at the time. She did not cry, definitely did not cry, and she takes her half-drunk wine to the lounge and sits on the sofa under the open windows. The air is softer in here than in the kitchen; it ruffles her hair very slightly. The day’s exhaustion is more measured and composed, the crack in the day seems to be slowly mending itself and the birdsong falls like liquid from the trees. She bends forward and opens the drawer of the coffee table and takes out a DVD. Then she texts Debs: ‘Season 5, Episode 11, The One with All the Resolutions,’ and puts the DVD into the player, watches yet another episode of Friends while she finishes her wine and the dinner that no one will eat sits expectantly on the hob.
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After Eve leaves, Myles is also puzzled. He takes a sip of the tea he’s made with the milk he was carrying when he met her on the doorstep and he lets himself remember her astonishing hair and her topaz-coloured eyes. Inside his chest his heart is hammering; all the certainties of his life seem to have shifted. He’d been OK when he’d left home earlier but now he mostly feels unsettled, as though a fault line has positioned itself under his feet and he knows it’s there and it knows it’s there too.


However, he has to work, so he tries to forget the woman on the doorstep, how she’d stood there and smiled shyly at him. And so he stretches his arms high above his head and then lets them drop so his fingers are hovering over the keyboard of his laptop. Where should the body be found this time? Book Nine in the DCI Pletheroe series; the last of another three-book deal with the publisher he’s been with since the start. Not many can say that these days, and then there’s Tom, his agent, who is beginning to mutter about adaptations for TV and is talking to people whose job it is to wonder who could bring Myles’s rumpled and unlovable detective, Derek Pletheroe, to the screen. But what all this means now, though, is that Myles can afford to rent this small flat in this house in Belle Avenue and have the space and silence away from Celeste, the boys and Benjy the dog he tells himself he needs.


His desk is positioned in front of the downstairs bay window at the front of the house. The white-painted shutters are folded back like a concertina. He imagines how the light would fall through the louvres were they to be closed against the afternoon sun, how it would stripe the floor. The hedge outside is baking in the heat and, through a gap in the curled metalwork of the gate he can see a glimpse of the Thistle Green sheen of his Mercedes. He is inordinately proud of his car. It is his one extravagance, the one thing he has that isn’t about being a home-owner, married or a father.


Behind him, with its back to the wall between the room he’s in and the hallway, is an old leather sofa, and next to the fireplace is a small flat-screen TV he hasn’t even turned on since he moved his stuff across from the cramped box-room Celeste used to allow him to work in at home.


The back room of the flat leads off from the front room, separated by a pair of open French doors. In it there’s a bed which he’s covered with a duvet from the store of spare duvets Celeste keeps in her frighteningly efficient way in the loft of their house on the other side of town. He’s bought himself a new cover for it, though; a kind of burnt sienna colour which goes well, he thinks, with the brown carpet and the cream curtains hanging at the bedroom window. The rest of the furniture is dark and heavy, has been here for years and speaks to him of the thirties and the war and of a time when men wore hats. There are no pictures on the walls and no mirror. Even he thinks there should be some of either, if not both.


If there’s one thing about his old writing room he does miss it’s the view; there’s a difference between looking out on to the tops of trees and seeing the sky, and looking out of a ground-floor window on to a hedge, tantalising glimpses of road and the heads of people walking by. But, he tells himself, it’s a sacrifice worth making for the peace and quiet of here, where the only disturbances are the small sounds Rose makes as she busies herself upstairs, the occasional peal of her laughter at something she’s listening to on the radio and the burble of water in the pipes when she does her dishes. Moreover, it’s also a sacrifice worth making to have a little bit of distance between him and the house he lives in with his wife and sons. He loves his sons, of course he does, but he’s finding it harder and harder these days to love his small, preoccupied wife.


At the back of Myles’s flat is a tiny kitchen with a shower room behind it. A back door leads off the kitchen into Rose’s garden. Her flowers seem to press up against the house; they are definitely more important to her than he is. He seems to know this without having been told it.


So, he thinks again, where should the body be found? It will obviously have to be morning, a dog-walking find most likely and on sand dunes maybe; he hasn’t used sand dunes before or started a book at the very far reaches of Pletheroe’s patch where the land meets the sea. There’s been sea before; sea that features halfway through books; journeys made by boat, things like that, but never dunes. Yes, he thinks, we’ll have sand dunes this time and it will be cold, let’s say January, and the wind will be whipping up the sand and bending the grasses back; it will be the kind of wind that can take your talking away. Myles smiles when he thinks this. It’s something one of his sons said once about the noise made by Underground trains. He types:




‘Morning, sir!’


‘Morning, what we got?’


‘Doesn’t look pretty, sir.’


‘They rarely do.’ DCI Pletheroe stamps his feet and blows into his hands. ‘Bloody cold this morning, eh? Who’s got the coffee? Someone better have coffee …’





Myles pauses, runs his fingers through his hair, thinks, yes, the body will have been there for a day or so, enough time for the sand to bank against it, making a kind of shallow grave. Maybe this murder will have been committed by someone savvy about ancient Egypt, who will have surrounded the man’s body with gifts and relics to take to the afterlife, like they did in the pyramids, and that these gifts and relics could be clues (with the obligatory red herring ones, naturally) as to the identity of the murderer and his motive.


But, hang on; he pauses and takes another sip of tea. Why does he think this victim is a man? Wouldn’t it be better for it to be a woman, someone who could remind his DCI of a lost love, give him yet more demons to face as he sets about putting the fragments of this person’s life back together, gently, piece by piece?


Yes, DCI Derek Pletheroe would, as ever, carefully and skilfully reconstruct his victim’s life until it led him back here, to this place and this cold, dark morning when the wind is whipping up the sand and bending the grasses back and he is standing on the other side of the incident tape, itching to cross over it, his hands stuffed into his mac pockets, his collar turned up.


Oh God, thinks Myles, this is all so clichéd. Why, when he’d started writing over twenty years ago in time spare from the corporate job he’d once been so proud of, and from Louisa, before she did what she did to him, had he not foreseen this would all be done so many times and so much better by others? But, also how could he have known that his character would, in his turn, become an unlikely hero too, a hero who had a loyal following of fans, a surprising number of whom are in China, apparently? Maybe he should have given birth to a completely different kind of hero; like James Bond maybe with a wardrobe of sharp suits and an Aston Martin on the drive or, alternatively, he could have had a quiet man with indistinct watery eyes; one who lives at the end of the cul-de-sac and who buys potting compost from the allotment society shop at weekends, but who is really a secret agent and has a garage fitted with false walls and an underground cellar where he keeps an arsenal of terrifyingly savage weapons which would, naturally, only ever be used to facilitate the triumph of good over evil?


There have been times of late when Myles has wanted, like Conan Doyle wanted, to kill off his character, but having him tumble over the edge of a waterfall would be too obvious. But if he did this, like Conan Doyle did with Holmes, he could pave the way for his DCI’s return one day maybe. Perhaps the end could be Pletheroe gasping for air as the waters swirl around him, his body carried by the rapids until it comes to rest in the tangle of tree roots, or something like that. The very last scene of the book could show his DCI with his eyes closed, a bruise darkening on his temple, the shallows lapping around him …


Stop, Myles tells himself now and, taking a deep breath, starts to type, fills in the details about the sand dunes, the grey dawn unfolding across the sky, the luminous white of this latest victim’s skin, the dark glint of an ancient goblet resting against her cheek and about the man who found the body, how the wind parts the fur on his dog’s back, how the dog whimpers at the sound of the sirens and how men are shouting into phones and someone somewhere is saying, ‘We have an ID, sir. Her name is…’


And so Myles doesn’t allow himself to think of the woman he met on the doorstep, or how he wishes he could write about love and the small beautiful things that matter in people’s lives; that moment, for example, when a man finds himself falling in love and feels he could grow wings and fly. Why, Myles asks himself again, do I spend my time investigating the dark underbelly of it all instead? But he does, and he writes about the body on the beach, her head angled so that a slither of her neck is showing. It is the softest, most vulnerable part of her neck and, as he bends down to scrutinise it, it reminds DCI Derek Pletheroe of the one love who’d got away from him, how he used to touch that part of her neck and think he’d found the answer to everything.


And when Myles finishes for the day, reads back over what he’s written and saves it on a memory stick and into his Dropbox for safe-keeping, that thought of that touch of finger on skin reminds him of the tall woman with the astonishing hair and eyes the colour of topaz and he realises something remarkable. He thinks that he’d really like to have the chance talk to her in full sentences someday.


Later, Myles eats his banana, does his stretches and puts on his Asics trainers. The heat, when he steps outside the front door, is punishing, but he runs anyway. He plugs in his headphones and selects his running playlist. He starts with Linkin Park, runs through the tired hot air of this July day to the rhythm of ‘The Catalyst’. As the cars thrum their way home, once again he puts off the time when he’ll do the same and face the strict regimes of meals and no dust his small, fierce wife and her massive job have imposed on him and their sons. The track circles in his mind as he runs. He hears the singer’s plea to be lifted up and let go and tries to imagine that he could fly away if he really wanted to.
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When Myles has gone, the house settles around Rose and she stands in the kitchen of her upstairs flat and allows it to do so. She’s washed up the plates and glasses she and Eve used earlier and has put them away and wiped down the draining board and she’s waited for Myles to leave, and for the house to be hers again. And he has and it is.


She has, she tells herself as she lifts Father’s work coat off its peg on the back of the kitchen door, arranged her affairs quite perfectly. She harrumphs with quiet satisfaction as she starts to shrug her shoulders into the coat. It’s like the one worn by Ronnie Barker in Open All Hours; it’s brown, experienced, fraying at the edges, and although Father died years ago, she’s kept the coat, has darned and patched it and keeps it as a kind of talisman; it links her, helps her. But a button, she notices, is coming loose. She should sew it back on before it falls off altogether and so she hurries into her sitting room, takes off the coat and drapes it over the arm of a chair. She bends down to pick up her sewing basket from its place under the sideboard. Her back creaks and she has to stand up slowly. It hurts sometimes, this getting old business, she thinks, not for the first time.


Her decision to split the house into two had taken years to make but once made, she’d embarked on the refurbishment with gusto. She’d employed an architect and a builder and obviously Eve had helped and Eve’s husband Andrew had decorated those bits which needed painting afterwards and she’d loved the way the workmen had walked around the house with their loud voices, tools and large feet. For the months when the work was being done, it had made the whole place seem so much more alive, so much less of a shrine. And she’d made innumerable cups of tea and bought biscuits by the barrow load home from Mohsin’s shop on the Wokingham Road. And she’d loved the tinny sound the builders’ radio made and took a strange delight in seeing the dust they made eddy in the air as they knocked things down and built things up. It was like starting again, she’d thought.


When it was finished she moved into what had been her parents’ bedroom at the front of the house. What had once been her childhood bedroom had been made into a sitting room, and the third bedroom split into a bathroom and small kitchen. She’d had a door put in the back wall of the house and they’d built her the small veranda she’d sat on earlier with Eve and given her a set of steps leading down into the garden. And they’d left the garden untouched, because she’d asked them to and because that’s the one place where Rose can still find them all; her father, mother and sometimes when she lets herself, Henry too.


She’d known for a long time she would have to do something. Living here again after everything: the house off the Talgarth Road and the room she’d rented in its attic; the Tube journeys to and from work; Father’s death; after she’d told her one secret to Eve’s grandmother and, she pauses as she selects a needle from the case, after Henry, had been so hard. And then, looking after Mother and always waiting for something, but she didn’t know what, to happen had, for a while, threatened to derail her. But here she is, aged eighty-one next birthday and, she thinks again as she threads her needle, it’s like she’s starting all over again and it is marvellous.


There had been too many times when, in the low light of a late spring evening, or in the sharp square light of a cold November morning, she’d found herself stepping around the ghosts who lived with her; Father, Henry, and then Mother, and she’d taken to talking to them, the odd sentence here and there, like ‘Tea bags, mustn’t forget tea bags,’ or, more alarmingly, asking them the do-you-remember questions which played in her head with the insistency of music. Of course, they never replied. For their different reasons, they’d each run out of answers years ago.


But now is different. Eve is in her life and is like the sun, and Rose will remain forever grateful for the twist of fate that brought Eve to her in the end, and now is also different because she has Myles downstairs. She can watch him come and go, hear his footsteps in the hallway and his now-and-then cough, the rumble of his voice when he’s talking to someone on the phone or the distant beat of the music he plays sometimes when he writes, and she loves the familiar shape his car makes in the road outside the house; there is something about it which reminds her of Henry. He’d had a car a little bit like it once.


Such small similarities, she thinks as she turns in the chair to face the light coming in from the back window and casts on to start refastening the button are, like Father’s coat, what links now to then. They help her to make sense of it all. And then, out of nowhere a memory crashes into her and she has to stop mid-stitch and catch her breath. It’s odd when this happens; part of her relishes these moments, another part of her, the one that’s mourned losing Henry for so long, sometimes fights hard against them, almost pleads with them to go away. It all hurts so much still; so much more than she ever thought it would, even now after all this time.


This particular memory is of the day when she’d sewn a button back on to Henry’s jacket; the day of the board meeting which had decided the purchase of the Ajax Star, the ship which eventually was to launch from the port at Piraeus: the event that was to change everything.


‘Good afternoon, all. Miss Reynolds? Coffee, I think, and get me Lucas on the telephone,’ Mr Georgiadis said as he strode into the office, smelling of sharp cologne and ouzo after a lunch with a financier in the City. He took off his hat and coat and passed them to her with his air of studied insouciance, the one he’d perfected since coming to England from Greece when he’d been nineteen and penniless. For a small man, Mr Georgiadis took up a lot of space. Henry, as ever, followed in his wake with the paperwork and the intricate knowledge of what would and would not actually work, what was and was not actually legal. He tipped his hat at Rose and smiled.


She can still remember smiling back.


‘Of course, Mr Georgiadis,’ she’d said, standing and pushing her chair back and straightening her skirt. She’d finish typing this batch of letters later; they would still catch the evening post. She dialled Lucas’s number and put the call through to Mr Georgiadis’s office, then, picking up the meeting file, her shorthand notebook and three 2B pencils, she made her way across the thick carpet and pushed open the heavy door of the boardroom.


Weak winter sun limped through the windows overlooking Welbeck Street and bathed the broad sweep of the oval table and Mr Georgiadis’s chair under the massive oil painting of a bull’s face. He’d bought it after reading The Sun Also Rises, or so he’d told Rose when he’d first interviewed her for the job as his secretary the year before.


As she started to prepare the tray with cups and saucers, she could hear the rumble of buses outside, the shouts of the boy on the corner selling the Standard. It was a normal day, much like any other. The remaining directors would arrive soon, but for now it was just Mr Georgiadis and Henry. A china cup chinked as she placed it on a saucer. Mr Georgiadis was speaking loudly into the telephone in his office and she could feel a presence behind her.


Turning round, she saw it was Henry. Tall, a little stooped, with his thinning fair hair and his eyes the colour of forget-me-nots, he was, she knew, an unlikely hero. However, since the moment she’d met him it had been like there’d been a pale but unbreakable thread connecting her to him, something she couldn’t explain. It was his scent – lemony, zesty – and the warmth of him; the fact that she felt she could reach out and put her arm on the sleeve of his jacket and that it would feel right somehow. These thoughts brought her no comfort, however. Instead they were like a pain she carried around with her and which tucked itself just under her ribs.


‘Oh, Rose,’ he said. ‘Look.’


The button on his suit jacket was coming loose.


‘I’ll fix that for you,’ she said. ‘I have a needle and thread in the drawer of my desk.’


‘I knew you would.’ He laughed gently as he slipped his jacket off. She’d never seen him in his shirtsleeves before and it was strangely intimate. It was also odd how she’d never noticed the freckles on the bridge of his nose until now but, as he looked at her that afternoon as if he were seeing her for the very first time, she did.


Of course he was married. He was married to a woman called Penelope and they had no children, none whatsoever, and Penelope spoke loudly, wore tweeds, had money. She kept horses at her parents’ house in the country, or so the office girl had once told Rose. Rose couldn’t remember why or how this conversation had arisen. But the fact of his marriage was a solid thing and it stood between them as he handed her his jacket and her heart beat a shade faster at the knowledge of it.


Rose was nearly twenty-six years old then and had not yet been in love; not real, breath-taking love, the kind she read about in novels or saw in films at the pictures. She was a small woman and, back in 1959, her hair was short, brown and curly. It’s now white but still thick and her skin is still good, her eyes still the Elizabeth Taylor eyes she’d once been told they were. But she’s never been conventionally beautiful; her face has always been one of those which is better when mobile. She was and is someone who has never looked good in photographs.


Later, amid the bustle of the other directors’ arrivals, Mr Georgiadis’s characteristic impatience and the aroma of the bitter coffee he liked to drink, Rose handed Henry’s jacket back to him, the button neatly sewn on. Briefly, in this exchange, their hands touched. It was only a fleeting touch, no more than a hover of skin on skin, but they both snatched their hands away as if the fabric of the jacket was burning.


Now, as Rose casts off after mending Father’s work coat, she remembers that touch and how she’d watched Eve and Myles as they’d stood on her doorstep that afternoon. She hadn’t realised it at the time, but did now, that the stirring she’d felt then had been the same as that long-ago day when she’d been faced with the choice of not falling in love or of falling in love; a choice that had actually been no choice at all.


She puts on the work coat and makes her way to the back door. Gingerly, she goes down the steps into the garden; even in the heat of summer the metal treads seem slippery. She holds on to the rail tightly and remembers something Eve once said to her about Andrew. ‘It’s always been so safe,’ she’d said. ‘Like we’re in a landscape which is totally featureless and you can see for ever. There are no mountains, no cliffs, no surprises. It’s always been enough for him. But I …’ She’d not finished the sentence because something must have happened, the kettle boiled or the phone rang perhaps, but, as Rose plucks a pair of secateurs from the shelf in what used to be her father’s garden shed, what Eve said comes back to her like an echo, a kind of threat. Rose had wanted such a life of mountains and surprises for herself once. But it hadn’t worked out that way, not that way at all.


It’s dusk, and this late July day sighs as she snips the dead heads off her Gertrude Jekyll roses. Some she catches and puts in the pocket of Father’s coat, others seem to dissolve in her fingers and spin to the ground like dust does.
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Eve is in bed when Jodie comes home. Jodie’s light footsteps trip up the stairs and Eve hears her daughter’s bedroom door close softly. After a few minutes it opens again and Eve holds her breath, hoping Jodie will tap her fingernails on her door and ask to come in like she used to do when she was younger, when she’d told her mostly everything. But she doesn’t, not tonight. Tonight Jodie uses the bathroom and creeps back down the landing. Eve feels like crying, but the darkness is pressing down on her eyelids and she can’t.


It doesn’t seem possible that the years of having her daughter’s hot body curled up against hers during story time or after nightmares are passed. Nor does it seem possible that this self-possessed girl is the same person who had been handed to her moments after she’d been born and had stared up at Eve, a look of bewilderment on her face as if to say, ‘What am I doing here?’


But, Eve argues, as the house quietens once more, this is how it’s supposed to be, isn’t it? When Jodie leaves to go to university, it will be more the start of one thing and less the end of another and she’ll not be far away: a train journey or car ride and they’ll be in the same time zone. She will still be near. This is what Eve tells herself as she adjusts her head on the pillow and waits for Andrew to come home.


It’s shortly after twelve when his van rumbles back on to the drive and he locks up downstairs. She didn’t eat anything in the end, wonders if he had anything at the pub. The sounds he makes are so familiar as to be almost like breathing but, as he approaches their bedroom, for a second she feels a kind of fear she hasn’t felt since that Bonfire Night when she’d been a child. Then the whole road had joined together and built a huge fire on a piece of wasteland at the back of their house and she’d been convinced her garden, her house and herself would be consumed by the flames. She hadn’t known then that her father had a hose at the ready, that even he’d known the risks involved and had made plans to protect her.


Her father hadn’t turned out to be much of a parent but he’d been a bit of one, for a while at least. Later she’d tried so hard to do it differently from her parents, maybe too hard, that perhaps being this other type of parent has taken up too much of her energy and has left her scared of what she and her husband may or may not say to one another as he gets into bed beside her. Have they forgotten, she wonders, how to be people as well as parents?


‘Hey,’ he whispers as he takes off his jeans, folds them and puts them on the back of a chair. ‘You asleep?’


‘No,’ she says quietly. The light from the landing has made the room yellowy and she follows Andrew’s shadow as he moves around it; one moment it’s vast, like a giant, the next it’s shrunk to the size of a child. ‘How was it?’ she asks.

OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
The
PERFECT
AFFAIR






OEBPS/images/9781782064848.jpg
Perte

)

¢t Atfa?

Torn between love and duty,
can there ever be the perfect affair?






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Quercus





