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ONE


He walks into the living room and June is dead.


No soft movement across her chest, no quivering eyelid. The sunlight from the window catches her lashes and greying blonde hair. Her painted red nails rest on the arm of the faded chair.


He centres her, checking the light. Focusing, he clicks the shutter.


He’ll ask himself later, if he knew. Now, it’s easier for him to think that he is acting without thinking, out of instinct.


*


Rook had been out that morning, as usual. Across the fields, through the woodland, despite the rain. He lay for a long time on the damp ground, pointing his camera up through the bark towards the white sky until his bones ached. When a branch snapped, he jumped, despite himself.


He returns to find the house quiet, no gentle movements in the kitchen: a knife on a board, the scrape of china as she pulls a plate out of the cupboard.


She’ll be at a WI meeting, a community forum. She’ll be back before one to prepare his lunch. But when he walks into the front room, he sees her straight away, in her old armchair, the Radio Times across her lap.


After he takes the photograph, he sits down in the other chair, watching her. Eventually, he steps across the sun-marked carpet to the whisky decanter and pours himself a drink. When he’s finished his glass, he rests his shaking fingers on her inner wrist, smooth like a polished pebble. Nothing.


What do you do when your wife dies?


He calls an ambulance.


‘What’s your emergency?’ crackles the voice on the line.


‘It’s a little late for that,’ he says.


They come to take her away.


*


When they’ve gone, leaving him instructions, he pours another whisky. He carries the glass and bottle through the house, across the patch of grass, towards the studio. The clouds have cleared now and it is a bright day: the first after the long winter. Birds are singing and there is the sound of farm machinery far away. The green hills stretch around the house, towards the village.


Once inside, he stops, catching himself in the mirror through the door of the makeshift darkroom. Thinning silver curls, deep lines across his forehead and cheeks. He’s almost surprised not to see the outline of a young man, with bushy brown hair and sloped shoulders.


There’s a clutter about this room: the miscellany of objects collected. Battered boots, army issue: never cleaned. The World Press Award, framed and hanging on the wall.


He moves away, towards his photo board. His favourite images, pinned up over the years. There are many more in the filing cabinets that line the room. The negatives, of things he doesn’t want to see again, and sees anyway.


June’s face smiles out at him. She is gone, he tells himself, but the words seem to hold no meaning. He keeps expecting to look up and see her there, a cup of coffee in one hand. The feeling arrives then: a bulge in his throat, a tightness around his eyes. Sadness, at his loss. Regret, that he can never put things right. He always thought there would be more time.


It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. If the situation were reversed, June would know what to do. She’d call the right people and organize a fitting funeral. He’s never been the one in charge of the practicalities of life. There was always a plane to catch, a story to follow. Always something more important.


When he looks ahead, he sees blackness, stretching forward. He can’t imagine her not being here. He can’t bear the thought of this house, with only the past to placate him. All that is left, waiting.


He knows he should call his son and tell him his mother is dead. He imagines picking up the receiver, waiting for Ralph’s voice on the line.


He walks back across the garden. The air is fresh and it has grown dark. In the kitchen window, he thinks he sees June’s silhouette in the dimness, and feels a searing relief. But when he reaches the kitchen, no one is there.


In the hallway, he stands in front of the telephone. He lifts the receiver to his ear, dials the number. The phone rings. Rook waits until the ringing turns to a dial tone before he replaces the phone.


He goes to the old computer on June’s desk, surrounded by her things. An electricity bill sits on top of the keyboard, and he moves it aside, powering the thing up. The screen opens onto their email inbox: the one they use for everything. There are ten new emails: invitations to events in London, to exhibit, questions from his agent. He ignores them, opening a new message, typing the words before he can stop himself. His nerve is holding out, but he isn’t sure when it might fail him.


Dear Ralph, he types, Sorry to tell you like this, but your mother is dead. I tried to call. I have to go away for a while. I’ll write when I get there. Don’t be angry. Dad.


He hits send. His hands shake as he climbs the stairs towards the attic. He finds his kitbag, dusty underneath an old lampshade. Opening it on June’s bed, everything is just as he left it. His combat trousers, his flak jacket. A mosquito net. A smell swims towards him, of his old hotel room, of the past. He knows what he will do. It is time, at last, to return.


*


He doesn’t wait until the morning. He packs anything he can think of into his bag, swinging it into the boot of the car.


The roads open out before him, quiet tunnels of darkness, glowing white lines. The motorway is deserted. He knows his euphoria is not appropriate. But he can’t deny it: this feeling of being unbound at last.


When was the last time he travelled this far from the village? His retirement party at Tate Modern, ten years ago. Organized by the newspaper: a parting gift, an apology. The lights across the river had trembled on the black water, expanding across the surface like stars. The Millennium Bridge, newly built then, had hung suspended – a glowing line leading towards the dome of St Paul’s.


It was a nice party: sparkling wine with all the appearance of champagne, black-bow-tied waiters with trays of tiny, perfect canapés that all tasted the same. Not afraid to spend money now I see, Rook had wanted to say to the new editor, who’d told him they couldn’t afford him any more.


‘Your work is art,’ he’d said, his smile making Rook’s muscles tighten. ‘And we’ve been lucky to have you. But times have changed. We can get a freelance shot for a tenth of one of your images.’ He’d put his hand out to shake Rook’s. ‘We wish you all the best.’


What could he say? I’ll take less, too. Just let me keep on working. He’d been stalemated by his own experience. As if all the stripes he’d earned through the years were shackles. As if a World Press Award was a bad thing. So he’d nodded, shaken the man’s hand, and attended the party, where they talked about his career as if he was dead.


And he’d felt it, hadn’t he? The days when he could follow the story, taking off on a whim, were over, his world contracting around the house and the village. He’d walked the fields and woodland, trying to carve out a routine. But staying still was as alien to him as walking on the moon. It made him irritable, turning him into the sort of man he didn’t want to be. A man like his father, prowling their terraced house like a caged tiger.


At the airport, the desks sit under a midnight hush. He still remembers the words to use, to get onto a flight and into the best seat. The woman he speaks to is calm, listening to his destination, finding him a reserve spot on a flight leaving soon. He glances at the swell of cleavage under her blouse and wishes, again, that he was still a young man.


He finds the bar and orders a whisky. The old ritual – a stiff drink, a newspaper, an equipment check – is comforting in its nostalgia. He smiles as he looks out over the waiting planes, glowing in the spreading blue of dawn.


As they ascend, Rook looks down at the shrinking airport, at the cars crawling along grey roads, cutting through the patchwork fields of England. Like a toy town. Sitting in his wide, business-class seat, he wishes the hostess hadn’t made him stow his cameras. He wants to take a photograph, of the world he is leaving behind.


*


Rook must have fallen asleep. A woman’s face swings across his vision: the air hostess, her hair pulled back into a bun, her eyebrows too high.


‘Are you all right, sir?’ she asks. ‘You were shouting out, in your sleep.’


‘I’m sorry,’ he says. The passenger across the aisle looks away.


‘It’s fine. Let me know if you need anything at all.’


When she is gone, he tries to draw his dream towards him. June, trapped in frozen glass. He was trying to break through to her, but she couldn’t hear him.


After the war, when he would wake up from a nightmare, June would always be waiting. She’d draw him towards her, and feeling her slow, calm heartbeat through her chest, his muscles would loosen, his dream dispersing.


In the dark cocoon of the aeroplane, surrounded by sleeping people, Rook feels his loss keenly. Every version of June is gone. The woman who’d stood with arms folded in the kitchen window, her resentment like a language only he could understand. But also the one who’d still loved him: who’d tried so hard to fix what couldn’t be fixed.


He pushes the thoughts from his mind. He cannot think about her now, about all the things he will never be able to say. He longs to close his eyes and meet nothing, only darkness, only silence. But he sees June there, standing at a train window, turning and stepping towards him, and he knows he can never escape.




1961


The day June and Rook finally left their home town for good, it rained: streaks slashing the windows as they pulled out of the station. June stood in the train corridor, peering out, catching her last glimpse of Backton. The high steel of the pithead hanging over the town, and below that, the shadow of the buildings.


Rook raised his camera and caught her side-on in the viewfinder: her pencil skirt and white shirt, her hair neat. At the sound of the shutter, she turned and grinned, and he lowered his camera and stepped over to kiss her.


‘It’s really happening,’ she said. ‘We’re really doing it.’


He put his arms around June, feeling her breathing in and out as they stood in the gap between the carriages. He felt it again: a gratitude that she existed, that she was here with him.


He’d wanted to buy tickets, but June had shaken her head.


‘We can hover in the corridor,’ she’d said, ‘and hide in the toilets. It’ll be fun.’


Rook had agreed, though the money for the fares was in his pocket, just in case.


June had wanted to leave Backton earlier, but Rook was determined to do things properly. To marry her first, to save money.


‘None of that matters,’ June had said, her eyes bright, ‘as long as we have each other.’


But people talked behind their hands in the town, and he didn’t want June to be gossiped about. Even if she didn’t care, he did. He tried, daily, to see things with her boundless optimism.


They had finally married that summer, on a cloudy, windy day. June had made the dress herself, and they’d picked wild flowers together along the main road for her to wind into her hair and carry as a bouquet. Watching her walk down the aisle of the small stone church towards him, he hadn’t been able to stop smiling. He said his words without hesitation, thinking of his father and his brothers and how they’d see he was different now, stronger and better than he had been before. A beautiful wife, a move to London: his life was not going to be like theirs. He couldn’t help feeling proud.


His father had been moody at the reception, drinking too much. His mother had found Rook, had seen his clenched fists and tight jaw. I’ll take care of it, she’d said and managed to drag his father towards home. Rook had been grateful: he didn’t need that, not at his own wedding.


Even after they were married, Rook was still hesitant to commit to a moving date. June brought it up at every opportunity. When we move to London. In the city. The big smoke. She’d researched areas to live in: showing him advertisements in the national papers for apartments in areas with lovely-sounding names. Bloomsbury, Belgravia, Knightsbridge.


‘They look a little out of our price range,’ he’d said, gently.


‘Maybe now,’ she said. ‘But not once we get ourselves established.’


She’d already made her London wardrobe: dressing up for him one evening in her new dresses and skirts, in every colour imaginable. He’d wanted to ask where she had got the money for the material when they were supposed to be saving, but he couldn’t risk her broad smile slipping, the quick irritation he’d seen on her face when she spoke to her mother flashing between them like a shield.


‘I can’t wait to wear these to castings,’ June said. ‘I really need to stand out.’


‘You don’t need a dress to do that,’ Rook said, and June smiled as if she didn’t quite believe him.


Sometimes, Rook wondered what he’d be doing if he hadn’t met June at that dance all those months ago. Would he still be working in the chemist’s, taking pictures of the coal-smeared town, of the people who lived here, who’d never really accepted him? He’d still be on the outside of things, looking in. June had pulled him from behind his camera, which had always protected him: she’d made him feel he could live his life like a normal person.


She was so certain that everything would work out in the big city. ‘We have to make things happen for ourselves, Rook,’ she’d say, unable to entertain the idea that there was any risk in what they were doing, refusing to listen to Rook’s doubts that he would find a job. Sitting on their favourite bench at the top of the hill, she’d tell him stories of what their life would be like, as if he was a child at bedtime.


‘One day,’ June said, ‘I’ll be acting in the West End, and you’ll be having your first exhibition. But – oh no – the opening nights fall on the same day. We’ll argue, and then get one of them to change the day, because we’ll just be so important.’


Rook couldn’t imagine it, not really. His photos, in a gallery. Photography felt like his way of seeing the world, of digesting it, and the effect it had on other people always thrilled him: the idea that they might see things the way he did. June’s desire to act felt different: not so much a compulsion but a desire to do something exciting with her life, to stand out.


He didn’t want to go without some sort of job opportunity, without some way of knowing they’d be OK. When June came to the chemist’s to find him, he’d been preoccupied, sitting behind the counter and flicking through a Life magazine sent over from America. He wasn’t thinking about the photos themselves, but the person who had taken them.


He heard the bell: June’s familiar silhouette was outlined in the doorway. With the light behind her, she was in darkness. When she stepped forward, an odd, bright smile hovered on her face, as if she couldn’t keep it away. She was holding a large brown envelope: Rook could see the smeared ink of the stamp in the top right-hand corner, and the address – June’s – written in neat cursive letters.


‘I have to show you something,’ she said.


She opened the envelope, fumbling in her gloves to pull out what was inside. A slip of paper: short and fat. She handed it to Rook. It was a cheque for almost twenty pounds, made out in Rook’s name.


‘What’s this?’ he asked.


June grinned, walking across the room to examine something in one of the cupboards, still holding the envelope. ‘I knew it,’ she said. ‘Didn’t I always tell you?’


‘Tell me what?’


She held out the envelope. ‘You should see for yourself.’


Rook opened it. Inside was a flat piece of paper, the layout of a magazine spread. The paper was wrong – too thick – and the images and writing were only on one side. On the right-hand page was something that made Rook’s heart stop. One of his own photos, of his father in the pit showers. His face was coal-dark but it wasn’t hard to read the expression – disdain – in his tight lips and the whites of his eyes. The light marked out his thinning hair and the white-tiled wall behind him. His muscular arm was pulled across his chest – it made him look defensive, angry.


There was a block of text next to the image, with the title ‘A Hard Day’s Dirt’. The lines and letters blurred together. Rook couldn’t take his eyes off the photograph: how different it looked, how real, now it was embedded into a newspaper page.


‘There’s a letter too,’ June said. ‘He asks if you have any more. I only sent one, but you have so many that are just as good. I told you, didn’t I?’ When Rook looked up, there were tears in June’s eyes. ‘If you won’t listen to me or your mother, listen to him.’


‘Who did you send it to?’


‘The editor of the Sunday Times.’


‘The picture editor?’


‘No, the actual editor. But the man who wrote back is the picture editor.’


Rook felt his mouth open. You can’t do that, he almost said, you can’t just send things to the editor of the Sunday Times. He imagined some thick-jowled, red-faced man, opening June’s letter, passing it on to the correct department. He could have been blacklisted, he wanted to say. But he wasn’t, was he? And her plan appeared to have worked.


‘When did you send it?’ he said.


‘Last month,’ she said. ‘I kept thinking you were going to miss it. It’ll be in this weekend.’


Rook watched the paper in his hands begin to shake. June was still talking. ‘We can show everyone, Rook,’ she said. ‘Think how—’


Rook reached for her, kissing her right in the middle of the shop. Her body sank into his.


They broke apart. ‘Thank you,’ he said.


‘Can we finally go now?’ she said, and he nodded.


So here they were, on the train to the city. Outside, a ribbon of river ran through a field.


When they saw the ticket man coming along the aisle, June pulled Rook into the toilet, shutting the door and locking it, pressing her finger to his lips. They stared at each other, June’s blue eyes crinkled at the corners. Rook put his arms around her waist and squeezed, trying to make her laugh, but the man didn’t even try the door. When they were sure he’d really gone, they burst out of the toilet. Rook pressed June up against the window, kissing her hard, until they heard the tutting of a passing woman.


June held up her hand, her ring glinting. ‘We’re married,’ she called. But the woman still shook her head.


*


They stayed in a lodging house until they found the apartment. Crouch End: not exactly one of the glamorous locations June had been dreaming of. Only two rooms: a kitchen and a bedroom, large enough for furniture but not much else. When they’d looked around, Rook had been sure she would say no. But she’d squeezed his hand. It’ll be a great adventure, she said.


And it was. Living together, alone, was an exciting experiment. Everything they did together – going to the greengrocer’s, buying sheets for the bed – was new. He loved to watch June complete small tasks around the apartment: the slapdash way she would wash a tea cup, how odd she looked in a turban, scrubbing the bathroom floor. For the first time in his life, Rook felt like he was where he was supposed to be.


They went to bed each night in the same bed. Waking up in the mornings and seeing June beside him, her face crumpled with sleep, was wonderful. Sometimes, he’d wake in the night and think he was in his bedroom in Backton, the one he’d shared with his brothers. It was the same dream that had always startled him from sleep: falling through the air. His body lying frozen on the concrete, his arms and legs immovable. But waking up in London, beside June, the dream would leave him more quickly. He’d reach for her, curling his body around hers, closing his eyes again.


Despite how well everything was going, he was starting to worry. When he’d first visited the Sunday Times’ office on Fleet Street – a tall black and white building, buckled with age – the picture editor, Tony Matthews, had been surprised to see him in person.


‘Who did you say you were?’ he’d asked.


‘Rook Henderson,’ he’d said. ‘You accepted my photo of the coal miner. A few weeks ago.’


Tony looked blank. Rook had the magazine with him, and he spread it onto the table.


‘Ah,’ Tony said. ‘That one. I remember now. Great shot.’


‘I was wondering if you had any work.’


Tony frowned. ‘Don’t you live up north somewhere?’


‘I’ve moved to the city,’ Rook said, feeling foolish.


He smiled. ‘I have to say I admire your balls, old chap,’ he’d said. ‘Sending your photo to Denis, and now coming down here. But we’ve already got someone on staff. An Oxford man. Best I could offer would be to take a look at your images on a freelance basis. We do take a few outside shots. You’re welcome to use our darkroom.’


Since then, Rook had been there every morning, developing anything that was left in the basket, and trailing the streets each afternoon, looking for stories. The new environment offered up a strange alchemy of things that made him raise his camera. Gulls dipping into the river, the long boats further up. His cold, trembling fingers, capturing a man, walking along the path, the rigmarole of the industrial area looming behind him.


It was like it had been at the beginning, when he’d first got his camera. Looking through the viewfinder and seeing the familiar living room, the battered armchair and the rag rug marked out, separate and important in the frame. He remembered holding the heavy machine up to his face and playing with the silver dials. Catching the blackened terraces; a woman on her front step, beating the dust out of a rug. His father, his hands ingrained with coal, sleeping by the fire.


Ever since what had happened when he was a child, he’d always felt most at home behind the camera: as if he was both visible and invisible. Now, the camera around his neck made him feel like a real photographer.


‘These are impressive shots, Rook,’ Tony said when he took a few in to show him. ‘But they’re more social commentary: we don’t have stories to go with them. You need to think more about our readership.’


Rook had nodded.


‘I’m sorry I can’t offer you more,’ Tony had said, and Rook could tell he meant it.


June was trying too: going to castings, meeting directors. At the beginning, she’d managed to keep her spirits high, but they’d been here almost a year now and recently she’d been coming back quiet, her face pinched and tired-looking. She’d started smoking too.


‘There’s just so many people,’ she said, sitting on the kitchen counter. ‘Queues and queues of girls, all dressed so nicely and well turned out. I feel like a stray dog who’s wandered in by mistake.’


‘You’re beautiful, June,’ he’d said.


He was shocked to see tears in her eyes. ‘I just didn’t think it would take us this long,’ she said. ‘I know it sounds stupid, but I thought we’d take London by storm.’


Rook took her hands, bringing his face close to hers. ‘We will,’ he said. ‘Just wait.’ It felt good to be the one who was buoying them along, for once.


She wrapped her arms around his waist. ‘It doesn’t help that it’s so bloody cold,’ she said.


They clung to each other at night in the small bed, smothering themselves with blankets to keep the cold out. June would shriek if he pressed his foot against her, shuffling closer to his warm torso. Then suddenly they would be kissing and the moment would turn to something else. They’d make love with a sort of fervour, as if to remind themselves of what they had, that it was all they needed. After, they’d lie in the darkness, talking about everything they hoped would happen.


‘Tell me a story,’ he’d say, and she knew what he meant immediately.


He’d close his eyes and listen to June telling stories about meals in fancy restaurants, about people asking for her autograph. Even when the doubts crowded in about his own career, he could always imagine June’s. Her name on a billboard outside a theatre near Piccadilly Circus, going to find her in her dressing room with a bouquet of flowers. She was the propulsion behind them: it only seemed fair that she would be rewarded. And she cared more about those things than he did. He just wanted to take photos, to feel he was doing something important.


‘Tell me another,’ he’d say, into the darkness.


*


It was nearly two years until anything changed. If they’d known it would be that long, would they have kept going, would they have stayed? By then, June barely left the fifth-floor apartment, with its low ceilings and walls splattered with greeny-black clouds of damp. It was too cold, she said, and there was too much to do. Usually, he’d find her at the sewing machine in the bedroom. The familiar rat-tat-tat, her presence in the apartment. Or in the kitchen, her bare feet on the lino. Scraping together a meal for two from a leek, a potato and an onion.


Tonight, he’d come home early for the first time in weeks. The city was finally thawing: it felt strange to no longer see the snow, hanging over rooftops and cars, crowning the tops of walls and fountains. The Coldest Winter Since Records Began. June worried about the spring flowers – how they would ever make it through these harsh conditions, her brow crinkling in a way that made Rook’s chest ache. The cold and the darkness, hounding them for months, had finally given them a reprieve.


By the time he reached the black door with the wonky numbers and climbed the five flights of raggedly carpeted stairs he was out of breath. Despite the chill of the streets, he was hot under his coat and he pulled it off. When he first pushed open the door it was dark, and he thought the apartment was empty. Had the electricity gone out again?


The street lamp outside threw a square of orange onto the peeling wallpaper. There was a line of light underneath the kitchen door.


June was sitting on the end of the counter, swinging her legs against the Formica cabinet, smoking a cigarette. She was facing the sash window, which was open about an inch, letting the freezing air into the room. She turned, her knobbly spine protruding. How loose the old white dress from Backton was on her now, how faded it looked. She’d been begging for new material for weeks.


‘We can’t afford it,’ he said, the words used so often they’d been stripped of their meaning.


Her eyes were ringed with black liner and she was wearing powder: she’d even pencilled in her eyebrows.


‘I didn’t expect you this early,’ she said. ‘I haven’t made dinner yet.’


‘Don’t worry.’


‘There’s some gin on the table,’ she said, lighting another cigarette.


‘How was your day?’ Why didn’t he just tell her? Put her out of her misery.


She shrugged, examining her chipped fingernails. ‘I had a casting.’


‘You did? Why didn’t you tell me?’


‘It was last minute. I didn’t get it. They said they’d keep me in mind.’


‘That’s good.’


‘It’s not,’ she said. ‘I’d rather they said nothing.’ Her eyes were glistening, the anger hovering just below the surface.


‘You’ll get something,’ Rook said.


She smiled tightly. ‘I hope so.’


‘I got a story today.’


‘A real one?’


Rook nodded. ‘The Aldermaston march,’ he said.


‘What happened?’


‘I was in early. Tony sent me out.’


Going in to the office every day had finally paid off. When he’d got there, all the desks were empty, and the contract photographer, William, was nowhere to be seen. He often came in late, smelling of old beer and aftershave, leaving his rolls of film for Rook to develop before heading out again for an ‘appointment’. Rook had been developing some blurry shots, hardly any of them usable, when he’d heard the knock on the darkroom door.


‘Just a minute,’ he’d called.


When he emerged, Tony’s secretary was waiting. ‘Tony wants to see you, Rook,’ she said. ‘He’s in his office.’


As Rook entered, Tony stood up, pushing his glasses back. ‘Oh, it’s you. Good. The Aldermaston march starts today. We need to get someone down there.’


‘What about William?’


‘He’s not in yet, is he?’ Tony grinned. ‘It’s your lucky day. You’d better take the train.’


‘Thanks, Tony. I really appreciate this.’


‘No time for that.’


Rook made it to Paddington for the 8:43 train towards Aldermaston. He had an idea to intercept them at Reading, and when the train arrived he rushed out of the station onto the main street. He spotted a crowd outside a coffee shop; Rook could see a sign: ‘Reading University Against Nuclear Weapons’. The woman holding it was wearing a bright red coat and a tartan scarf.


‘Excuse me,’ he asked her. ‘Are you waiting for the Aldermaston march?’


The woman nodded.


Rook stood outside a cafe, taking a few photos of the waiting crowd, which increased in size as time passed. Eventually, a child wearing a blue hat pointed towards the horizon. ‘They’re coming!’


The marchers were approaching, the sounds of their singing filling the air. Something about Hiroshima and children dying. Rook remembered the march from the year before: the photos he’d developed for William had been of a much smaller crowd. This one was huge: ten people wide and snaking back almost as far as he could see.


Rook readied his camera, checked the settings again, patting the pocket where he kept his spare films. He tried taking some photos from ground level, but only the first few rows of people were visible. He spotted a tree at the edge of a little square of grass and levered himself up the trunk. On the left was a row of tall narrow trees with feathery branches. He got some shots of the banners and signs, people massing below them. He shot as many as he could, hoping the exposure would be right: the upper branches were darkening the shots.


A song had started up again further up the line. The sound of it spread up and down the road, in time with the beat of their steps on the tarmac. Rook felt like the ground was humming, like the rough bark of the tree he was clinging to was vibrating with their music. From the ground it had sounded tuneless: just people’s voices. But from up here, the song sounded beautiful.


He imagined them all, lying on the polished floor of some community centre or town hall tonight, drinking soup that someone had heated up for them and handed round, making jokes and singing. Perhaps one of them would stand up and give a speech, and they’d all listen and nod to each other, and they’d get a warm strong feeling that they were doing something important.


He wished he could go with them. But he had to get the photographs back to the office. If he wanted them in tomorrow’s paper, he knew he must catch a train as fast as he could. He climbed down from the tree, bracing his knees for the drop, returning to the station.


Back at the office, he developed the shots and took them in to show Tony.


‘These are great, Rook,’ he said. ‘Really great. We’ll definitely use these five. Get the others out on the wire. There’s got to be some benefits to being freelance.’


Rook wanted to thank him, to shake his hand. Instead, he left the room, heading straight for the Wirephoto machine. He’d only used it a few times, and it took him about fifteen minutes to wrap each of the remaining images around the cylinder and get them transmitted onto the news wire. As he watched his photos spin faster and faster, he felt a frisson of excitement that they would be travelling all over the country, and across the sea, re-emerging in news rooms he himself had never visited.


It was almost dark by the time he left the office and made his way home to tell June.


‘When will it be in?’ she asked.


‘Tomorrow, I should think.’ Rook felt his excitement again. He knew this was it, what they’d been waiting for.


June leapt off the counter and lunged at him. ‘Rook, that’s amazing,’ she said. ‘We should celebrate.’


‘I haven’t been paid yet,’ he said.


‘But you will be.’


‘What about the rent?’


‘It’s not due for ages,’ she said. ‘Please, Rook. I really need this. We need it. Can’t we go out?’


Rook nodded again. June jumped out of his arms. ‘Let me get ready,’ she said. ‘Though I really don’t have anything to wear. Nothing fits me any more.’


‘You’ve lost weight,’ he said.


‘I know,’ she said. ‘It’s marvellous, isn’t it?’


I liked you the way you were, he wanted to say, as she turned to go to the bedroom. What June looked like was nothing to do with who she really was underneath. She was strong – much stronger than him – and brave. He couldn’t stand to see that part of her beginning to fade.


*


For a few weeks, things seemed better. Rook sold eleven photos of the march to four different papers. He managed to buy a heater and they went out for dinner to a local Italian, eating everything they’d been dreaming about for months. June seemed to be enjoying the challenge of cooking on a budget again, and she’d made herself some new outfits. She started to go to more auditions too. Rook was able to convince himself that it had only been the cold that had been getting her down.


It seemed that it would go on like this for ever, but of course, the money started to run out. William was in the office early every day, determined not to miss another lead. They were back to scraping together meals and exchanging false, fair-weather smiles, and Rook was tired of it. He began to realize that he’d been more use to the paper when they’d been in Backton, offering photos of northern life that no one could be bothered to get on a train to take.


On the day that Tony called him into his office, Rook wondered if he was going to let him go. There didn’t seem to be anything for him, after all, and goodwill could only get him so far. Tony told him to take a seat without looking up. That couldn’t be a good sign, Rook thought.


‘We want to put you on contract,’ Tony said.


Rook inhaled. ‘What about William?’


‘Oh, he’ll be staying on too.’ Tony rested his hands on the desk. ‘There’s absolutely no obligation to take the new position. We’ll still keep you on freelance, and something else will come up eventually. You know we love your stuff: the Aldermaston shots really impressed Denis.’ He paused. ‘Have you heard what’s happening in Vietnam?’


Rook remembered seeing some photographs in Time magazine. The greens and browns, the murky water, the taut faces of the people. The stiffness of olive green uniforms.


‘I’ve read a little,’ he said.


‘Well, things seem to be heating up out there. Not many papers have someone on the ground yet, not even in the US, and we want a head start.’ Tony took out a gold cigarette case and slid one out, gesturing the rest to Rook, who shook his head. ‘What do you think?’


He imagined himself emerging from a plane onto a dusty airfield and his heart sped up. ‘I’d have to think about it.’


‘Of course,’ Tony said, ‘we’d pay you a wage here, and all your expenses in Vietnam would be covered – food, hotel, car, whatever. So your salary could essentially stay here, untouched, for your wife. It would be fairly generous, too – due to the nature of the assignment.’


‘I’ll need to talk to her. When would you want me to leave?’


‘As soon as possible,’ Tony said. ‘It’s not showing any signs of slowing down. Short term at first, and we’ll see how it goes.’ Tony stood up and brushed down his grey suit. ‘Go home. Think about it. But I can’t see you staying here for ever, Rook. You’re just not that kind.’


Rook shook his hand and walked out of the office, past the clack of typewriters, past the darkroom, down the dimly lit staircase and out onto the rush of Fleet Street. The sunlight was muted by the haze over the city, the sky still holding on to blue. He stood for a moment on the steps of the office, watching the glimmer of cars and taxis leading down towards the river. Turning the other way, he could see the domed outline of St Paul’s. He turned and walked towards the tube.


He found June in the bedroom, standing in front of the wardrobe wrapped in a towel.


‘You’re back early,’ she said, turning.


‘Tony’s just offered me a job.’


‘That’s great news,’ she said.


Rook sat on the edge of the bed. ‘It’s overseas.’


‘Oh,’ June said. ‘Where?’


‘Vietnam.’


‘Isn’t there a war there?’


‘There’s not much going on yet,’ Rook said, though he wasn’t sure this was true.


June was looking down at her hands. ‘It sounds like you want to go,’ she said.


‘They’d pay for everything, so the salary would be here for you. We could move somewhere nicer, and we’d have more money. It would solve a lot of problems.’


‘But you wouldn’t be here.’


‘I know. It wouldn’t be for ever.’


‘I need to think about it.’


Rook took her hand. ‘So do I,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to do anything we’re not both happy with.’


Rook wasn’t able to think of anything else. At night, he lay looking at the orange edge of the blind, listening to the traffic rumbling along the street below them. He imagined himself getting on a plane: leaving England for the first time, heading to a war. He saw himself clad in grimy army fatigues with the beginnings of a beard, traipsing through a jungle. Was he really the sort of man who could do that? He wanted to find out.


He was pretty sure June was awake, lying beside him, her mind shuttling back and forth over the decision too. He knew he couldn’t try and persuade her. What would he do if she said no? He didn’t let himself think about it.


Three days later at dinner, June brought it up.


‘I think you should go.’


Rook looked at her, her face open, as if she was offering him a gift. ‘Are you sure?’


June nodded. ‘It’s a great opportunity. Maybe you being gone will give me the incentive to get out and do more auditions.’


Rook grabbed June’s hand across the table.


‘Thank you, June.’


‘No,’ June said. ‘Don’t thank me. We came here for this, to make something of ourselves.’ She raised her water glass. ‘Congratulations, Rook.’


*


Tony invited them for dinner at his club before Rook left. When he asked, Rook was flattered, finally mustering up the courage to thank him, not just for the invitation, but for all the opportunities he’d offered.


‘Don’t be silly, old chap,’ Tony said. ‘You’ve proved yourself. I’m not doing you any favours.’


June fussed over what to wear, adjusting and readjusting a new blue dress. She’d bought it with a chunk of his first proper salary: the first one since they moved she hadn’t made herself. When she finally emerged from the bathroom, dress just above the knee, her hair out of its rollers, her face bright, Rook re-experienced, if only for a moment, the feeling he’d had when he’d first seen her on the steps of the town hall.
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