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      Epigraph

    


    

      Unable to define anything I can hardly speak, and still I love
the place for what I wanted it to be as much as for what it
unashamedly is now for me, a city of strangers, alien and
bleak.


      

        Dannie Abse, “Return to Cardiff”


      


    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    It had been quite an ordinary day up until then.


    Except that Carol Southgate, in her first term as a teacher, did not have as yet ordinary days: There was about all of them an element of challenge, fear, discovery. Then at ten-thirty she scanned casually the list of children in Burtle Middle School’s 3B—her own class—and said “Michael Phelan.” She was not entirely familiar with the names and was looking for a child who had not yet read for her; otherwise she would have remembered about the Phelans.


    A boy, smallish for his twelve years, looked up at her momentarily from a desk toward the back of the class. Then he looked down at his book and began.


    He read hesitantly at first, in a strong Yorkshire accent, but he swiftly gained confidence, so that by the second verse the reading had swing, panache, drama:


    

      

        Rats!

      


      

        They fought the dogs and killed the cats,

        


        And bit the babies in the cradles,

      


      

        And ate the cheese out of the vats,

        


        And licked the soup from the cooks’own ladles …

      


    


    The poetry books that 3B were using were old and not really suitable. It sometimes seemed as if teachers and pupils were supposed to be grateful that they had any books at all. Carol sat back, suffused by a rare feeling of well-being, of positive pleasure. This, surely, was the miracle that happened now and again in all teachers’ careers—the life-enriching miracle that made the drudgery worthwhile. And this boy was one of the Phelans, of whom she had heard so much. She let Michael read for four verses, his voice increasing all the time in relish and sense of occasion. Then she said, as calmly as she could:


    “That was very nice. Wayne Fothergill—can you get the swing of it as Michael has?”


    Wayne Fothergill, of course, couldn’t. The reading declined into hesitancy and dullness. A cloud, as so often outside, came over the sun.


    Nevertheless there had been this momentary brightening up of Carol’s morning, and it buoyed her up. Moments of surprise and joy had been few in her teaching career thus far. At coffee break she said to her new and as yet half-known colleagues:


    “You’ve given me the wrong idea about the Phelans. Michael read quite beautifully this morning.”


    They turned on her in scorn, Dot Fenton being the one who led the attack.


    “Oh, Michael! If you’ve only known Michael you haven’t experienced the Phelans. If you’d had Kevin, now—he was vicious. Or that little slut June. Or Cilla. And there’s a horrible little girl called Jackie who’s just started Junior and who’s really going to present problems when she comes here. Oh dear! To imagine that you know the Phelans when you only know Michael!”


    “Michael is all right,” said Bob McEvoy quietly.


    Registering his comment, as she had for the past month registered him, Carol sat with him at lunch break. They both ate sandwiches wrapped in grease-proof paper and drank from thermoses prepared at home. Carol had been anxious to avoid any suggestion of favoritism, but during History with 3B after coffee break she had asked Michael to read a passage about the death of Wolsey. He had read that beautifully too.


    “Is it true what they say about the Phelans?” she now asked Bob. He nodded.


    “Pretty much. Kevin was indescribably nasty. The sort of boy you have to physically restrain yourself from beating up—to knock quietness into him, if not sense. He left two or three years ago. I was a young teacher then, new and uncertain, and it was touch and go, I can tell you.”


    “Whether you … laid hands on him or not?”


    “Yes. And don’t be shocked. You’ll know the feeling, I can tell you.”


    “What about the others?”


    “I only know June, who’s left, and Cilla, who’s here at the moment. They’re pretty dreadful, yes.”


    “You’re interested in drama, aren’t you?”


    Everyone knew that about Bob McEvoy. Officially he was the P.E. teacher, with bits of other things thrown in—Religious Instruction and Mathematics with the lower grades. But he had acted with the Youth Theatre in his time, and performance was in his blood. He grinned and said:


    “Would you like me to hear your Michael Phelan read?”


    “He’s not mine.… Well, yes. Are you putting anything on this year?”


    “Oh, yes. There’s the school play in February, but also the big production—kids from all the schools in Sleate—coming off in May, in the Civic Theatre. It’s Saint Joan this year.”


    “Michael for page,” said Carol promptly.


    “There’s also Speech Day in November. I’m getting together a few kids to do things—read poems, perform tiny playlets. If he’s as good as you say, if he’s really got a sense of rhythm, maybe he could do a poem or two.”


    “Am I hearing things?” It was Dot Fenton, who had given the bitter little diatribe on the Phelans at break. “Are we talking about a Phelan performing at Speech Day?”


    “Why not?” said Carol, suddenly prickly.


    “Can’t you imagine what he would look like? They’re all filthy, and June positively smells—I don’t like to think what of. You must be out of your minds.”


    “His mother could make a bit of effort.”


    “My dear young thing, don’t talk about what she could do, talk about what she would do. His mother doesn’t know the meaning of the word effort.”


    “I’ve never seen Michael worse than grubby, and what child isn’t that sometimes? Anyway, why should the kids who get up at Speech Day always be the ones with the neat trousers and socks and the nice clean shirts?”


    “Because we try to maintain standards, that’s why,” snapped Dot dismissively, and went on her way. Carol, regaining her cool, raised her eyebrows at Bob.


    “I’ll hear him read,” Bob said quietly.


    It was Friday of that same week that, walking home together after school, Carol and Bob McEvoy saw Michael Phelan ahead of them on the road up the hill.


    Burtle, the suburb of Sleate which the school served and where they lived, was not one of the most attractive parts of Yorkshire. It had not been made so by nature, and the actions of the Council in demolishing much of its nineteenth-century heritage had not improved matters. Semidetacheds and council housing estates alternated with the occasional high-rise block, but sometimes, in gaps between the red-brick gables and the concrete slabs, one caught glimpses of Victorian Camelots or mill-owners’Georgian. It had, Carol had decided, a certain raggedy vigor, sorely frayed in that era of mass unemployment.


    Michael and his friend were larking around, pushing and chasing each other along and across the pavement, never venturing into the traffic. They watched them, two very normal children.


    “He read very well,” said Bob.


    “I knew he would.”


    “Whether he can act at all I didn’t find out, but speaking is half the battle, as a rule. He could certainly do something at Speech Day.”


    Ahead of them Michael’s friend branched off to go home, while he himself trudged solidly up the hill toward his own home.


    “Why don’t you tell him now?” asked Carol, and they speeded up their walk.


    When they came up behind him he turned and grinned at them, noting the fact that they were together and probably filing it for lascivious comment to a friend in the morning, in the way schoolboys have.


    “You read for me very nicely this morning, Michael,” Bob said. “I thought it might be an idea if you recited something for the parents at Speech Day.”


    The boy’s forehead creased.


    “I don’t know about that.… I don’t know what my Dad would say.… He’s a bit … Well, we don’t go in for that sort of thing in our family.”


    “But there’s no reason why he should object, surely, is there?”


    “You don’t know my Dad.” Michael Phelan grinned. He seemed to have a certain pride in his dad, as a well-known character. “I shouldn’t think I’d be going to school at all, if he had his way.”


    “Oh, come on, Michael: Everyone has to go to school.”


    Michael Phelan twisted his face and threw his voice into that of a hectoring, opinionated adult.


    “‘Bloody waste of time. No bloody use at all. Should be out earning a living.’ That’s what my Dad says. I heard Mrs. Makepeace say my Dad has opinions on everything, and all of them are wrong.”


    “Who’s Mrs. Makepeace?”


    “Our next-door neighbor. She helps a bit—with my clothes and that.… Maybe I’ll talk to her about Speech Day. Sometimes my Dad listens to her.”


    “You do that, Michael.”


    “Would it mean dressing posh? I know just what my Dad would say if it did. Specially if it meant buying new clothes for me.”


    “I’m sure if you could get Mrs. Makepeace to help a little you would look fine.”


    They had reached the top of the hill, and they turned off into the council estate where Michael lived. By now Bob McEvoy was off his route home, but his curiosity was roused. Carol was walking quietly behind them thinking that, given time, Bob could bring out unguessed-at qualities in this odd, charming boy.


    The Belfield Grove Estate was built as rented accommodation by the Sleate City Council shortly after the war, and the houses, though uniform and possessing few graces, had at least escaped the brutal impersonality of later council architecture. Now it was run-down, with slates off roofs and paint peeling from the window frames. Some of the gardens were beautifully cared for, while others had run wild for years, and still others were the dumping-ground for abandoned motorcycles and cars, disused rabbit hutches or pigeon lofts. Along the road as they walked, chocolate wrappings fluttered around their feet, and in the gutters lay odd tin cans and take-away pizza cartons. The inhabitants of the Estate did not have the middle-class habit of getting on the phone if the street cleaners had not been around recently, so for the most part the Council forgot the Estate existed. Some of the houses had been sold at knock-down prices to their tenants, and some of them had done odd things to the outsides—painted over the brickwork, or had a new frontage attached of simulated stone that looked nothing like stone. Sharp-eyed dogs roamed around, looking for succulent leftovers in tins or a friendly child with a sweet.


    Michael was by now chattering happily on.


    “I liked that poem I read for you the other day, Miss. That one about the rats. P’raps I could read that at Speech Day.”


    “It’s a little bit long,” said Bob. “Perhaps we could try something from Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats. A lot of people have seen Cats, or know the music.”


    “Did he write a book about dogs too?” Michael asked innocently. “I like dogs better. I’d like to have a dog and—”


    “Mike, you stupid git! How often do I have to tell you not to talk to strange men?”


    The voice, recognizably that of Michael’s imitation, came from the other side of the hedge. They stopped by the gate.


    “It’s all right, Dad,” said Michael. “He’s a teacher.”


    “What difference does that make? There’s pooftah teachers, aren’t there?”


    “Don’t worry. That’s just my Dad,” whispered Michael.


    They stood for a moment, looking at each other. He was a heavily built man, of under middle height, now into his forties and gone badly to seed. Though the day was not warm he was wearing a vest that displayed brawny and tattooed arms gone nastily to flesh, and a prominent beer gut. His trousers were filthy, and he sat on a crate in a garden littered with the dismembered remains of cars, a can of beer at his side, looking up at them with a derisive, gap-toothed smile. It was the smile that told Carol that he had known that Michael was talking to teachers, that it was that had made him call out.


    “I’m just going in to Mrs. Makepeace’s, Dad,” Michael said.


    “I don’t give a bugger where you go,” said Mr. Phelan.


    It was said with the same derisive smile through deplorable, blackened teeth. It was a challenge, a metaphorical thumbing of the nose. It said: I don’t give a damn about teachers. They don’t impress me. I don’t change my behavior for them. I don’t give a damn about anybody. My whole life is a rude noise made in the face of the world.


    Bob and Carol made no gesture of greeting. It would have been jeeringly flung back at them. As Michael ran into the house next door they walked quietly on.


    “The miracles of heredity,” said Carol.


    “What are you thinking—that someone slipped in quickly while Jack there was out at the pub? That Mary Phelan had it off with a smooth-talking newsreader for Yorkshire Television? You wouldn’t think so if you’d seen Mary, I assure you.”


    Carol giggled.


    “No, I just meant that funny things happen in families. I mean, look at good, conscientious, upright George III and his queen producing that long succession of appalling boys. It must happen the other way round sometimes.… What are you coming this way for, anyway?”


    “I’m not turning back to have my masculinity impugned again by that jerk. Anyway, I wanted to see where you live.”


    “Well, you’ll soon see. We’re coming to it now.”


    The road was sloping down, and on their right was the last of the Belfield Grove houses. The narrow road that went from left to right of the Estate was Wynton Lane, and it consisted of a row of six near-identical houses, one of them currently up for sale. They were substantial late-Victorian residences, built of stone, with steps down to basement flats. The front gardens contained late roses, hydrangea and berberis bushes, and laburnums and flowering cherries in the process of losing their leaves. Behind them were further gardens, a lane with garages, and beyond that school playing fields stretching out to where the main road curved. The houses seemed confident, assertive, yet isolated.


    “I live in the basement of the nearest one,” said Carol. “It’s Daphne Bridewell’s house. She’s an ex-deputy headmistress at Burtle Middle School. She’s a bit odd, but awfully sweet.”


    Bob McEvoy was quiet, and she looked up at him.


    “They’re rather splendid houses, aren’t they?”


    “Yes. Very fine. But so isolated … so exposed.… Somehow they have a smell of fear.”


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Morning broke, or rather crumbled slowly, over Willow Bank, over Ashdene, The Laburnums, Rosetree Cottage, York House, and The Hollies, the houses that together made up Wynton Lane. Looking out at the light fog, thick with incipient drizzle and the threat of autumn, the inhabitants ate their chosen forms of breakfast before taking up a new day in their lives.


    Adrian Eastlake stood at the window of Willow Bank, plate in hand, eating the last of his toast and marmalade. His toast was always cold after he had taken up the tray with the soft-boiled or scrambled eggs to his mother. But over the years Adrian had come to like it that way.


    He looked out from the dining-room window over to the Belfield Grove Estate.


    It was his day for working at the Burtle Social Security Office, checking up on their files and administrative procedures. It was long ago that they had stopped sending him out on casework. Blessed, blessed relief. He disliked his days at the Burtle office, though, because his shortest way there was through the Estate. Past the Phelans’.


    It was foolish, of course, a weakness in him. The day when he had visited the Phelans after complaints about child neglect and had been comprehensively routed by that dreadful man was years ago now, and should have been forgotten. Only it had not been, either by him or by Jack Phelan. If he was sitting on his step, standing in his doorway with a can of beer, or tinkering with an ancient car on the road outside, the occasion would be memorialized in a jeering epithet, or a rude question. “Snooper,” “mole,” even “workhouse master” had been flung at him at various times, and the fact that he had the sympathy of all the Phelans’neighbors did little to salve the wound, for Adrian was a man who desperately hated public embarrassment. The man was known to be a barbarian, but somehow that didn’t make his barbarities easier to bear.


    And there was something else, something the neighbors could know nothing about. This was the idea that had come to him in the aftermath of his routing. The idea that this was the man who … that this was the man who had … that Jack Phelan was responsible for his mother’s condition.


    At the thought of his mother Adrian Eastlake experienced that sudden contraction of the heart, that pain, that was so familiar to him. A memory of her as she had been, in all her fragile beauty, flooded through him. Thus had she been as he had grown from boyhood into his teens, twenty years ago, shouldering alone the burdens of parenthood, putting a brave front on genteel poverty. He saw her as some infinitely fine, delicate piece of china, waiting to be smashed by—by Jack Phelan?


    There was no evidence, of course. How could there be evidence, let alone charges, when she had refused to let him go to the police, refused even to talk about it after that first, frantic sobbing out of broken phrases? And though Jack Phelan had been in trouble with the police times without number, it had never been for … that sort of thing. And yet when Adrian thought about his brutality, his blatancy, his goatish gloating, the conviction that it was he, could only have been he, took hold of his heart in an iron grip. He knew his neighbors, knew the people on the Estate: They were decent, ordinary people. Only Phelan, chronically unemployed, hovering round the area like a malevolent, derisive shadow, would have been there that afternoon, in the vicinity. Only he would have been capable of—would rejoice in—smashing a thing of delicate beauty.


    He turned aside from the gray prospect outside the window and took his plate and cup to the kitchen. Then he went upstairs. He knocked as always at her door. She looked up as he entered, and smiled with that recollection of her wonderful beauty that lines and sunken cheeks could not entirely erase. She was wearing her pink day robe—she loved gentle colors—and was surrounded by the morning papers.


    “Are you off, dear?”


    “In a minute or two. Will you be all right, darling?”


    “Of course. I have the Angela Thirkell—I’m so happy to be reading it again. And I have my scrapbook. There’s such a lovely picture of the Princess of Wales at Dr. Barnardo’s—and such a wonderful speech she gave. I think I’ll paste that in too.”


    Rosamund Eastlake always referred to her as “the Princess of Wales,” or, in writing (she wrote quite often to newspapers about the royal family) as “Diana, Princess of Wales.” The solecism “Princess Diana” never passed her lips, and “Princess Di” made her shudder. The fact that she took newspapers that habitually used that form and frequently spoke of the royals in tones that were hectoring, lip-licking, or covertly contemptuous was attributable to the fact that they so often had awfully good pictures to compensate for the distress that the letterpress brought. Her scrapbooks filled two bookcases in her room, and had overflowed into the little spare bedroom. They were the source of much of the pleasure she got from life these days.


    “Is it your day for Burtle, Adrian?”


    “Yes, it is.”


    “I forget the days.… Don’t go through the Estate. You get so tensed up whenever you do that. Go up to the main road and round.”


    “All right, I will, my darling.”


    “I do so hate to see you worried. You are so good to me—I depend so much on you. What would you like for dinner?”


    “Whatever you fancy, darling.”


    “Would you like lamb chops?”


    “That would be lovely.”


    “Pick some up at Dewbury’s, then. You say he remembers me, the man there. Not many do, these days. Don’t work too hard, Adrian. They’re not worth it. I’ll see you this evening.”


    Rosamund Eastlake raised her cheek, and Adrian bent to kiss her goodbye. He went downstairs, checked that the back door was locked and bolted, and let himself out of the front, locking it carefully behind him. Then he went down the front path, past roses sad from the rain, and out into Wynton Lane. He turned right and continued up the main road, the route that would allow him to skirt the Belfield Grove Estate.


    “There goes Adrian Eastlake,” said Lynn Packard, his voice edged with contempt as he too stood at the window, looking out from York House, coffee cup in hand. His wife and sons sat finishing the remains of a hearty breakfast, but Lynn was a quick eater. “Look at him: Up to the main road because he can’t face the Estate, as usual.”


    “When did you last walk through the Estate?” asked his wife Jennifer. Lynn was not listening.


    “That man has a personality problem. He hasn’t got one.”


    “Poor Adrian. Just because he can’t face going through the Estate.”


    “He’s the archetypal wimp. That woman has him just where she wants him. The funny thing is, that’s where he wants to be too.” His mouth curled. “A quarter of a mile extra walking because he won’t go through Belfield Grove.”


    “You could do with a bit more exercise yourself,” said his wife. But she knew that Lynn was off on a track of his own and not listening.


    “A quarter of a mile, because he can’t face up to the Phelans,” he repeated.


    “The Phelans are going up in the world,” said his wife, in a special, distinct voice that she used when she wanted to get through to him. “Gareth says one of the boys is going to recite something at Speech Day.”


    “What?” Sure enough, this time Lynn Packard heard. He wheeled round on his wife and two sons. “What?”


    “Michael Phelan is going to read a poem at Speech Day,” said Gareth, shrugging.


    “He’s all right, is Michael,” said Tristram. “He’s not like the others.”


    “Oh, my God!” said Lynn, and Jennifer could see he was working up to one of his petty scenes. “We send our kids to State schools and what do we get? Tristram says ‘He’s all right, is Michael,’ like some Yorkshire yob. And some smelly kid from the council estate gets to take the star role at Speech Day. I tell you, Jennifer, this is political. Some smart-arse left-winger on the teaching staff is trying to score a point. Who’s arranging this, eh?”


    “Mr. McEvoy,” said Gareth. “He does all that sort of thing. I did read for him and he said it was quite nice, but it didn’t have quite enough life.”


    Lynn was not listening again. He swung round on his wife.


    “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: The time is coming when we’ll have no choice. We’ll have to send the pair of them to a private school.”


    “You’d have done it long ago,” his wife pointed out, “if we could have afforded it.”


    And that was the rub. Lynn had many of the characteristics of a yuppie: He dressed like one, he spoke like one (his voice high, somewhere between the hectoring and the hysterical, the vowels twisted by some invisible vocal screw), he played squash and computer games, and got boisterous or objectionable in nightclubs and casinos. But when it came down to it he was not quite young enough or, crucially, quite upwardly mobile enough to be a yuppie. He was manager of the Foodwise supermarket in town—young to be a manager, quite well paid, and yet … not quite well paid enough. Not to send two boys to a private school.


    They had discussed it often in the last few years, and Jennifer had always detailed the changes in their lifestyle that the cost of a private education for the boys would entail: the smaller car, the end of holidays abroad, of those lavish restaurant meals that were adding to Lynn’s waistline, of the smart clothes, renewed every year. In the end Lynn saw sense: He was devoted to his life-style.


    Jennifer too, in her way. She had been an excellent wife for him, on his way up, She had entertained successfully—learned the right cutlery for each course and how to set it out, the right wine for each dish, learned that when the managing director of the Foodwise chain came to dinner one praised Foodwise frozen meals, though one did not serve them.


    A change had come over Lynn in recent years, though. Previously he had been aggressively out for himself. Now that had widened, had become an article of faith: Self-interest was the guiding principle of life, the market was supreme, and people who disregarded that fact were heretics, or just plain ignorant. He had become a born-again free marketeer. The thrusting young man she had found exciting; the strident evangelist, she had to admit, was something of a bore.


    “We’ve been into all that,” she said, trying to conceal the weariness in her voice. Lynn stood there fuming, as he always did when he couldn’t get what he wanted.


    “We could move,” he said. “Look at what Pickering is asking for The Hollies. Ninety-five thousand. These houses are going up-market.”


    “Maybe—but that didn’t stop Pickering moving away,” Jennifer pointed out. “Anyway, where would we move to? I must say I don’t see you moving anywhere further down-market.”


    “A cottage out of town …”


    “Cottages cost the earth. And then you’d have the expense of the extra petrol.”


    Lynn stood there, his incipient second chin bobbing in irritation. He turned to the boys.


    “Come on. Get your things on. I haven’t got all day.” He looked at his wife as he began bustling the pair of them out to the car. “We’re stuck,” he said bitterly. “Stuck somewhere between the filthy rich and the filthy poor.”


    It was one of Lynn’s jokes, always brought out defensively when people came to dinner who would know that Burtle was not a socially acceptable part of Sleate. Jennifer smiled. She knew it was beyond a wife’s power to change her husband’s little jokes. As the three males raced to the car she began clearing away the breakfast things.


    “You should eat wholemeal,” said Evie Soames, looking up from the paper on which her breakfast plate was perched. “You’ve no idea what that muck contains.”


    “I don’t like wholemeal,” said Steven Copperwhite. “Particularly for toast.”


    He pressed down the toaster containing the slice of white, prepacked sliced loaf and looked around for the marmalade.


    The kitchen of Ashdene was a mess as usual. The washing-up from the night before had not been done, and Evie’s special dishes always seemed to involve so many pots and pans, not to mention the fact that the grill was thick with grease from his own pork chops. The kitchen table was littered with newspapers, New Statesmans, Spare Ribs, photocopies from books, and books from the university library that Evie was using for her thesis, Toward a Feminist Linguistics. Evie was eating muesli. He wished she would eat something else at breakfast time, something that was less obviously a fashionable joke.


    He poked around the table, looking for the marmalade. Evie absently plunged her hand into the clutter and produced it.


    “Your trouble,” she said, “is you’re not programmed for mess.”


    That was true. If Evie lived alone here, or alone with the occasional man for the night, she would live with the mess quite happily, and perhaps make a vigorous foray against it once a month. But he was not happy with mess, which was why it usually fell to him to clear it up. That was quite fair, and he acknowledged it: If it bothered him, it was up to him to do something about it. Evie had made it quite clear when they had taken up together that she had no interest in housework, nor any conscience about it. She had been admirably honest altogether. She was wonderful fun in bed, an excellent cook of a rather special kind of food he disliked, and an appalling housekeeper. It was working out, the two of them, working out fine, but there were times when he longed back to the ordered routines of his marriage, the peace and security of it, as the Magi longed back to their summer palaces.


    A smell of burning pervaded the kitchen for some seconds before the toast popped up.


    “You have to readjust it for white,” said Evie. “No gumption in it.”


    Steven scraped, and buttered, and spread marmalade.


    “What are you doing today?” Evie asked.


    “I thought I’d stay home and work on the book. The students are demonstrating against the plan for student loans, and all the lectures and tutorials are cancelled for the day.”


    “I know that, dumbcluck. I am a student. Aren’t you going to support them?”


    “Of course, I support them. It’ll be an appallingly retrograde step. We’ll soon find ourselves saddled with the American system, with students working half the night in fast-food joints or petrol stations to put themselves through university.”


    “I didn’t ask whether you supported them. I asked whether you were going along to support them.”


    “Oh well … I may well go along later. But the opportunity to do some quiet work at home for once seemed too good to miss. What are you doing?”


    Evie registered the change of subject but began collecting her things together for the day.


    “I’ve got a PND support group after work. Then I may go along to the youth club tonight. There’s a nasty bunch of National Front boys trying to infiltrate it. That horrible thug Kevin Phelan, among others.”


    Steven’s mind registered that PND meant Post-Natal Depression. He knew all Evie’s acronyms. He also knew better than to ask why Evie went to a post-natal depression group when she had never given birth. He knew that the point was the support rather than the parturition. It was really very good of Evie to go along to the youth club, because as a rule youth clubs weren’t her thing at all. In fact, Evie was altogether good.


    “I don’t like the thought of you tangling with a tough like Kevin Phelan.”


    “Oh, I’m more than a match for him,” said Evie breezily, slinging her bag onto her shoulder and waving goodbye.


    Steven ran some washing-up water and piled plates in the sink. Then he went through to his study. His desk was piled high with novels, with the manuscript of the first two chapters of his book placed neatly in the middle in front of the chair. His current project was a study of old age in the modern British novel, with special reference to works by Muriel Spark, Elizabeth Taylor, Paul Bailey, Kingsley Amis, and others. He hoped that this would be the book that would finally assure him of an associate professorship before it was too late. He would have felt more confident if his previous book, The Burden of Male Dominance (studies in Dombey, Middlemarch, The Mayor of Casterbridge, etc.) had not still been making the rounds of the academic publishers.


    He could never settle down to work immediately. He had to walk around the room, get his future day into some sort of shape in his mind first. It would have been easier if he had still smoked, but Evie was very hot on the subject of smoking. He touched books, took up the Times Literary Supplement and looked at the crossword, then peered at one of his most prized possessions, the photograph of Balliol College in 1957, with himself standing in the sixth row. Then he walked restlessly over to the window to look out toward the Belfield Grove Estate. He remembered Evie’s mother, on her one visit, looking over to the close-packed houses and saying in her horrible upper-class drawl: “What ghastly little rabbit hutches! They must be able to hear each other at the lavatory.” She had left quickly, after the row she had come intending to have, and before she had had the chance to test their own sanitary arrangements.


    He felt a sudden twinge of uneasiness at the thought of Evie confronting that vicious young thug Kevin Phelan. Then he wondered if it was uneasiness he felt. Certainly he felt it would have been easier if he could simply have volunteered to go along to protect her, or at any rate to make sure she was all right. But of course he knew Evie would reject that idea with a derisive laugh.


    He went back to the kitchen, cleaned the plates and put them to drain, then piled up all the saucepans and the frying pan in the water. Then he sat down at his desk in front of the manuscript that in his own mind he was beginning to call You’re Only Young Twice. Old age was a depressing subject. He himself, though not old, was beginning to feel his age. Fifty-two to Evie’s twenty-six. If it had been the other way round, people would have made ribald jokes, talked about “toy-boys.” Even as it was he knew that people talked.…


    There came upon him a niggling sense that his life had somehow become out of joint, that the shape and fitness it had once had were now gone, leaving muddle, frustration.


    He got up from his desk. Perhaps he would go along to that demonstration after all. Algy Cartwright, in Rosetree Cottage, cleared away the remainder of his breakfast and ran some water in the kitchen sink. The scrambled eggs hadn’t been perfect, but they had been better than they had been when he first had tried to cook them. He watched the sports news on breakfast television, then went backward and forward between the washing-up and the television. His washing-up was better than it had been too. In fact everything was better except the terrible gaping hole in his life left by the death of his wife. He looked out of the kitchen window. A drizzle seemed to be starting, and darkness hung in the air. What did the day ahead hold for him? He knew the answer to that. Nothing.


    After the nine o’clock news there would be a witless phone-in on television called Open Air. He always prayed he would have the strength to turn programs like that off—to settle down to reading, gardening, even housework. Today, with the drizzle outside and the murk inside, he knew he would not have the strength. There was nothing to be done in the garden, and reading had never meant much to him, apart from the daily paper. He was a man whose life had always centered round people, and now he was retired, and widowed.
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