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1


They had bought a sewing machine for Evelyn’s seventh birthday realizing, only after she had unwrapped it, that it was too old for her. Although she herself had asked for one, when she was confronted with the reality, she fell into an embarrassed silence, almost as though a stern, elderly relative had entered the room. The sewing machine had been her main present of the day, and was the last to be opened, but the girl would not warm to it, and withdrew to the comfort of her other, lesser presents.


Her parents realized their mistake. It had been a child’s version of the machine Evelyn had wanted, not the full-size model they had given her. It must have felt like receiving a fully-grown, serious-looking dog when she’d been expecting an adorable puppy. What made matters worse was that neither parent knew how to operate the machine, and so couldn’t demonstrate its delights for her. They had unpacked it and had read the instruction manual, but without comprehension. They quickly came to regard the machine as an over-complicated, slightly dangerous piece of equipment, and they put it back in its box, and took it down to the cellar, where it stayed, untouched, for two years.


Then one evening when Arnold came home from work he noticed, even before he entered the front door, that the house had changed. He didn’t know precisely in what way it had changed, and to every outward appearance the house was identical to the one he had left in the morning – a solid Victorian terrace with red-brick walls and a stained-glass front-door window. The fig tree in its tub, the wheelie bin half-hidden round the far side of the bay, the expensive circle of Zen pebbles – they were all as he remembered. Yet they were different. Inside, the sense of change seemed stronger, as if someone had redecorated but in the same colours, so that everything was fresher, brighter. There was a smell of flowers, and he looked around the hall carpet to see if there was any evidence – fallen petals or leaves, but there was none.


In the lounge-diner, which he entered still carrying his work briefcase, he came upon a scene that he found puzzling at first. The room seemed full of women, though in fact there were only two – his wife and her friend Vera, whom he knew a little, and his daughter Evelyn, and Vera’s three children – he couldn’t remember their names, though one of the girls was the same age as Evelyn, and had recently become her best friend. And there was the household’s newly acquired kitten, as yet unnamed, also female, but black and spidery.


They were all gathered at the far end of the living room, near the bay window, and sitting on the floor, around the coffee table. Vera was kneeling. Polly, his wife, was sitting on her haunches. Their daughter had draped herself across her mother’s shoulders, while Vera’s children were engrossed with something colourful and knotty. They were, all of them, absorbed and preoccupied to such an extent that no one noticed him enter the room.


The smell here was overpowering, the waft of perfume that came from this huddle of females, though he realized almost immediately that it came from only one of them, Vera, that it was a scent she was wearing. He was drawn in by this scent, at the same time as he felt excluded from the group at the far end of the lounge-diner, indeed the room itself had become a space in which he didn’t properly belong.


The object of their attention, around which they were all sitting, was the sewing machine. Arnold took a moment to remember it, and to understand what it was. He felt a pang of relief that this gathering was now so easily explained, and a certain sense of pleasure that the machine they had consigned to the cellar two years ago had been resurrected, and that it might have a use, and be appreciated, after all.


Vera was leading the project to get the sewing machine working, the others were merely her attendants. Polly had the instruction manual and was reading from it when directed to do so by Vera. On the floor was a slew of packaging and haberdashery that the kitten was playing with. The women conferred over details of the instruction manual, and discussed how they could be applied to the machine itself. They were clicking and slotting things together, unjamming and unwinding things, and trying to thread cotton through hooks and eyes that they strained to see. It appeared that Vera, unlike Polly, knew about sewing machines, but even she was having trouble remembering exactly how they worked. For a moment it looked, to Arnold, that the task they were engaged in was something of far greater import than it actually was. They were like surgeons fighting for the life of a baby, or technicians defusing a bomb. There was something devotional and serious in what they were doing. But there was also tension. They seemed captured by the machine, as though they had woken an apparently gentle beast to find that it had many tentacles and was gripping them tightly. They were becoming impatient, and wanted to move on to other things.


He felt he had been standing there for hours before anyone noticed him. Then Polly swung her head briefly in his direction and gave him a distracted smile. This prompted Vera to do the same thing, dutifully giving him a glance and the same smile (as though she had borrowed it from Polly), a slightly apologetic smile, he felt, as if to say, sorry for taking over your living room, Arnold.


Although he didn’t know Vera well, and had only met her a small number of times, he understood that she had caused a stir among the circle of friends his wife had made since having a child. There had been a time when Polly and her group were always talking about her, just after she moved to the area. She had had problems at her children’s old school. One of the daughters had been bullied, he vaguely recalled. Polly and her friends were always thinking of ways they could help her, anxious that she should settle in and be made to feel at home (she was perhaps foreign? Arnold couldn’t remember). At times it seemed their anxiety was that they might lose her to one of the other tribes of mothers who centred on the school, and they were adamant that Vera belonged to them. So when their daughters formed a friendship, it felt as though Polly had won a coup, claiming Vera for herself and her friends.


Now Arnold was beginning to feel he understood the fascination. As she knelt before the sewing machine, directing the operations, he noticed her as though through the refracting lens of her scent. The gorgeousness of her smell seemed to give her a halo, to make her shine, radiate. Indeed the scene before him was like a religious image, a depiction of an epiphany, The Adoration of the Sewing Maidens, as painted by El Greco.


He took a step closer, not quite sure of what to say or how to react. He was surprised by their indifference to him. He guessed that half an hour ago they had been full of playful excitement at what they were doing, that had since been overtaken by a sense of duty. The machine had convinced them that it was not a mere toy but that it was a serious, practical device. It had won their respect, and they were treating it accordingly. But he was surprised by the fact that they had assumed that he, as a man, would not be interested in their project. The sewing machine had not only won their respect, it had revived their long-rejected notions of gender-based labour divisions.


‘I’ll give you your family back in a moment, Arnold,’ said Vera, without looking up.


‘We can’t let it win,’ said Polly, also without looking up, ‘not at this stage.’


Realizing he wasn’t going to be asked to help, Arnold offered to make tea instead, and went into the kitchen.


Once there he rested his hands on the worktop and leant on them, taking deep breaths. He looked up and saw himself reflected in the glass doors of the kitchen cabinets. He looked sweaty and dishevelled. Drunk. He wiped his face with a tea towel, then called through to the living room for tea preferences. Polly always drank Earl Grey, very weak, with a half-spoon of sugar. No milk. Vera, he wasn’t surprised to learn, was equally particular. She asked first for peppermint, then seemed surprised when told they had none. What about camomile? No, none of that either. Arnold fingered through the small library of infusions that filled one of the shelves, boxes of teabags that he riffled through like card indexes – blackcurrant, sage and sunflower, honey and chrysanthemum. There was everything but peppermint and camomile.


‘What about lemon and ginger?’ he called.


‘You know what, I’ll just have a glass of water.’


Bitch! Arnold said to himself as he poured boiling water onto a frail bag of Earl Grey. Then immediately he wondered where that sudden little spurt of anger had come from. He gnashed his teeth together. He clenched his fist and brought it down on the counter, and disguised the noise by slamming the cutlery drawer. Through the door he could just see Polly turn her head in a puzzled way. The anger had passed, although it wasn’t anger, but a little thrust of adrenaline or testosterone that had surged through his body, and which he’d dissipated with a sudden release of energy, for saying that she would rather drink plain water than any of the teas they had. Surely that was a kind of insult. Who did she think she was, taking over his family, reviving that pointless machine, frustrating his wife and children, making a mess, causing disruption, spoiling his evening routine, filling the house with that gorgeous smell?


‘How’s your eyesight, Arnold?’ Vera called to him.


It took him a moment to understand that he had been addressed. She had turned her attention, her thoughts, towards him. He poked at the teabags as they lay slumped in the hot water, puffed up with air like the anoraks of drowned trainspotters. ‘Oh, you know, gradually deteriorating.’


Both Polly and Vera wore glasses, and it was partly their poor eyesight that was causing them problems with the sewing machine. That was why it was on the coffee table, so that it could be near the light from the bay window. They had brought over a small table lamp and had angled it to shine on the machine. As it had grown darker outside this had increased the sense that the women were involved in some sort of devotional activity – they seemed to be working on something that was glowing.


Arnold tried to remember what else he knew about Vera. She had been, like him, a lecturer at the university, though before his time, and in a different department. He had seen her at children’s birthday parties, whenever it was his turn to collect or deliver Evelyn. She had been at a library storytelling event, where they had had a short and friendly but entirely forgettable chat. On the few occasions he dropped off or picked up Evelyn from school, he had seen her there. He once noticed her for the amount of time she spent waving to her daughter as the little one departed into her classroom. She waved far more than the other parents waved. And there was real feeling in her wave. It expressed both love and amusement at this particular expression of love. He watched her leaving the playground, walking half backwards, waving all the way, and smiling. The image stayed with Arnold, because it was such a charming expression of motherly affection. To be on the receiving end of that wave, as a child – what would that be like?


There was one other thing he knew about Vera – that she was religious. As Arnold made the tea he tried to remember how he knew this fact. Polly must have mentioned it in passing. She had said something like – Vera told me that someone in her church had had her car stolen, but the conversation had probably followed the car-theft route rather than the church route, and Vera’s religiousness had not been discussed any further. At the back of his mind the news had disappointed him. He could not, he believed, have any sort of meaningful friendship with a practising Christian. He had had religious friends before and everything was fine up to a certain point, and then the cloud of their faith would descend and a common ground of communication be lost.


As he delivered the drinks, he realized Vera’s religiousness had touched everything he’d seen and felt that evening, from the moment he smelt the overpowering scent of her perfume, to the epiphany-like scene of adoration around the sewing machine. It wasn’t the feminization of the living room that had so disconcerted him, but its desecularization. She had raised a little chapel in the heart of his own home.


The arrival of the drinks caused a small amount of panic, because there was nowhere to put the steaming mugs that didn’t risk upsetting all the work that had been done so far. He placed them on the nearby dresser out of harm’s way, aware that they would be forgotten about and turn cold unsipped.


‘This is so ridiculous,’ said Polly, ‘my eyes can’t be that bad. I haven’t threaded a needle since I was fourteen, but it has no right to be this difficult.’


He was closer to the women now than he had been since he first came in the room. He was standing right next to them. As they crouched on the floor he towered above them. All he could see of them was the crowns of their heads, both golden and spiralled. Polly and Vera, both blonde, slim, slight and bespectacled, looked, at times, like bookish twins.


‘I’ll bet Arnold’s eyesight is better than both of ours put together,’ said Vera, suddenly looking up at towering Arnold, and being visibly shocked at his nearness and toweringness. Her eyes moved quickly the length of his body, up and down, in that comical, who do you think you are? way. It delighted him. His presence had amused her.


The children by now had lost all interest in the sewing machine and were playing a game which involved stuffing the kitten into Evelyn’s Georgian dolls’ house. Arnold, at last called upon to assist, and more aware of the perfume than ever, his eyes almost watering with it, entered the sacred space, and knelt down. Vera was wearing a dark blue T-shirt and an unbuttoned cardigan over her shoulders. Her neck was immediately noticeable, the strong length of her throat, the way it seemed to shine in its own theatre, created by the curtain of golden hair that enclosed it on three sides. In their stooping and kneeling and rearranging they were thrown into sudden and unusual physical intimacy. His face was brought within an inch of the back of her head when she turned to rise and give him space, and he was startled by the clean, pine smell of it. She smiled at him and offered him the thread, the end dampened to a straightness with her spit. He was the surgeon who would make the one life-saving stitch that was beyond the dexterity of his fellows. He bent down and to his astonishment, threaded the eye of the needle, which he could hardly see, in one go.


‘That’s bloody ridiculous,’ said Polly.


‘See how it takes a man to do a woman’s job,’ said Vera.


‘You are the most impractical man I have ever met, and yet you thread the needle in one go.’


‘Poets must have a good eye,’ said Vera, ‘a good eye and a steady hand.’


It thrilled him that she remembered he was a poet.


‘Well, poets do like games of precision. They like golf, and darts, and they make good carpenters,’ said Arnold.


‘OK, you can go now. You’ve impressed us enough.’


‘My grandmother had a sideboard made by T. S. Eliot.’


The women ignored him, having turned their attention back to the machine After some more clicking together of plastic parts, Polly pressed a pedal and it purred with life, the busy sound of mechanical stitching, and a sudden burst of energy from what Vera had called the ‘business end’ of the machine. The little girls looked up from the dolls’ house as the kitten escaped from a bedroom window, as if from a house on fire. It was the first time in their lives they had heard the sound of a sewing machine and they found it unexpectedly beautiful. They had not anticipated such a vigorous, mechanical and scientific noise to come from the device. It put the machine in the same realm as motorbikes and chainsaws, of things that possessed tremendous power, that could be controlled by the lightest of touches. And it made them a little afraid of it as well, as though it might start suddenly dashing around the room. But it seemed to call them, as if it was singing. They were drawn to it, as Arnold had been to the scene in its entirety. And Arnold himself felt pushed away again, and retreated to the distance, observing the females at their work, not knowing quite what he should do. All attention was on the machine again, and its possibilities.


He imagined that, having got the machine to work, there would be an end of it. It was nearly dinner time. It was not that Arnold expected his meal on the table at a certain hour, or that he had any outmoded views on the wifely role, but the rhythms of the household had fallen by chance into a pattern that reflected exactly those views, so that an outsider might think that it was a household run on Victorian values. But in any case, this archaic routine had been disrupted by one of even greater archaism, patriarchy had been trumped by matriarchy, and the sewing maidens had taken control of the house. Vera began directing operations again, ordering Polly to go and get material that they could work on, and Polly obediently went in search of fabric, returning with a bundle of throws, sheets, tablecloths and curtains that had long been folded away somewhere. The operations became tense and urgent, because both women knew their games had overrun, and that Vera needed to get back home as well to (Arnold supposed) get her family’s dinner ready. It was as though it had taken the sewing machine to make them realize how little they had developed, after all, in this liberated age. And Arnold pondered the irony with an inward chuckle, as he stood there helpless, with a well-stocked kitchen behind him.


Scissors were produced, thick fabric was snipped through, stitching was unpicked, hems were torn open. Then the machine was put to work. Now that it was set up, Vera was able to demonstrate her skills. It was no longer a puzzle, she had command of it. The others sat around her enthralled at the wonderful busy sound of the machine as it jiggered through the material, making a munching sound as it went. Arnold crept closer again, to observe. He marvelled at how the machine seemed to travel through the fabric, yet stayed still. Cut squares of random textiles were stitched together. In just a few minutes Vera had made something new out of the old materials, a patchwork quilt, a little landscape emerging from the busy needle, the children gasped with delight. ‘Look, Daddy,’ Evelyn was saying, acknowledging him for the first time, ‘look what Irina’s mum’s made.’


And with that, Vera suddenly realized how late things were. She was meant to be home an hour ago.


‘I am sorry for turning your house upside down, Arnold,’ she said just before she left, looking back at the overturned room. ‘What a mess I have made.’


‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Polly, ‘it’s a lovely mess. I’ll get Arnold to clear it up while I make the dinner.’


Both women laughed.


But no one cleared up the mess. Arnold found, in the quiet of the living room post-Vera, with Evelyn now upstairs with the kitten, and Polly in the kitchen, the space had changed from a place of fraught chaos into one of peacefulness. He had thought for a moment that he might tidy things away, but he felt the same form of compunction he experienced when, for whatever reason, he had to break a spider’s web. It had taken so much work to create the disorder of the room that it would have felt destructive to tidy it. And if he did clear it up, the chances were that the sewing maidens would never reappear. He didn’t articulate the thought to himself, but he left the room untidy as a sort of charm to ensure Vera’s return.


It worked, because not only did Vera return, but others came with her, and a regular series of sewing evenings were formed as others in Polly’s circle of friends became interested, and soon the living room was crowded, once a week, with enthusiastic needleworkers. They assembled after dinner, and mixed sewing and haberdashery with wine-drinking and cheese-nibbling. The sewing machine was again at the centre of everything, but some women brought their own machines, saying they hadn’t used them for years, and expressing gratitude for being given this opportunity to use them again. Polly was praised for reviving their interest in what everyone agreed was a dying art. They would reminisce about their mothers’ sewing skills, and how they had loved to watch them, as children, making things. They would bring along books and magazines on sewing, discuss projects, and take turns trying out the machines, comparing the quality of stitches and seams.


Arnold was again transfixed by how the house became a different place on these occasions, even more so with the growing membership. And as the membership grew, so did Arnold’s sense of exclusion. In fact the living room became a place of such clustered, concentrated femininity he couldn’t have felt more out place if he had stumbled into the dressing room of a troupe of Tiller girls. Polly suggested he simply not bother coming home on the sewing evenings – he could go for a drink with his friends, or work late. He could go and have dinner in town.


He joked, at first, that they would need him to thread the needle, and he strongly desired to be there, as part of the group, because he wanted to observe Vera again, to see if her beauty was a permanent, enduring thing about her, or whether it had existed only in his perception of her on that one occasion. And he had no friends, at least none that he could rely upon to be available for a drink in the evening.


Once, tired of making himself scarce and longing to look at Vera again, he tried his best to become involved. Unlike the first time, his entry into the room drew much attention and was a cause of amusement, because he was so obviously out of place in a room of nine women and five or six little girls. Their excitement at what they had done and their anticipation of the possibilities of the new group had made them playful and foolish. So when Arnold entered a cry went up that was both a cheerful salutation and a warning.


‘No men! No men! Sorry sweetie, this has become a women-only house . . .’


It felt almost as if he was in front of a class, and he felt gripped in the same way as he felt when confronted with a new seminar group, by the responsibility to say and do something. Yet he didn’t know what to say. All he could do was smile and survey, as quickly as he could, the room. On all the available chairs and on the floor the women sat, some of whom he knew well, others only vaguely, some not at all. There was Geerda, a doctor on extended maternity leave, who always looked as though she was about to lose her temper, and in the far corner the hippyish woman whose name he didn’t know, dressed in her high-priestess robes and beads; Tamsin, the sweary but golden-hearted teenage mum who worked in Polly’s shop, whom Polly and her friends had taken rather under their collective wing. And more women, laughing, turning their heads, reaching for an olive, flushed and smiling, and in the centre of everything there were the sewing machines, most of which looked like the one they had bought for Evelyn, although there was one that was much older, a black and silver model that looked like something from the Victorian era. And everywhere there was fabric; two women were at that moment examining together a long length of magenta curtain, holding it out between them as if stretching a safety net for someone about to fall from the ceiling.


After Polly’s exclamation all faces turned towards him in expectation of a riposte, as if some sort of battle of the sexes was to be played out before them, for their entertainment. But still he felt the dumbness that had overwhelmed him since he had entered the room. What existed there now was an entire garden, in the full force of its blossoming, whereas before it had been a single plant with its evocative, enticing perfume. He held up a defensive hand. ‘You know I’ve never approved of sweatshop labour,’ he said at last. It was the best he could do, and although some of the women laughed, most of them looked at each other with fixed smiles, wondering if there was something darker behind what he had said.


‘Why don’t you go off and buy a box of cigars and smoke them while reading a car magazine?’


The woman who said this was one of the overdone, tinted and glossy types who didn’t really belong among Polly’s friends, and whose husband probably did exactly the things she’d just recommended, regularly. It didn’t play well with the other women, who saw genuine antagonism in the remark, and Arnold began backing away, and the group very quickly began to lose interest in him.


He stayed for as long as he could to observe Vera, who so far as he could tell had taken no notice of him at all during the whole comedy of his entrance. All the time she had seemed preoccupied with the Victorian sewing machine. She may have given him a half-glance, but otherwise she was busy with threads and bobbins, using her mouth to break a length of cotton, her golden hair spilling forward as she bent to the task. But she filled his attention as she had done before. It was an agony to take his eyes away from her, to pretend uninterest. And the scent was as powerful as the last time. The room was a mixture of smells now, a stew of perfumes, but the original one dominated, the hyacinth tang that had amazed him before and amazed him again.


He withdrew, first to the kitchen, then he slipped upstairs, and from there he listened.


At first he listened from the spare bedroom that he used as a study, but was soon drawn out of that room and onto the landing, where he could hear more clearly. He was alone in the upper part of the house. His daughter was downstairs with the rest of the females. From his perch at the top of the stairs he could eavesdrop without fear of discovery, but he had trouble making out individual words. Why did they talk so much at the same time? He worked his way slowly down the stairs. Someone had shut the living-room door, which made it very hard to hear clearly, though he could make out enough to tell they were talking about sewing and sewing machines, about fabrics and stitches and threads. They were sharing recently uncovered memories of childhood sewing, of watching their mothers sew, of holding wool for their grandmothers. From what he could make out, they never deviated beyond this general subject area. And then he heard it – Vera’s voice. That was all he was waiting for, he realized. He didn’t care about the sense, he just wanted to hear the voice, the music of it. From the general hubbub of the women, Vera’s voice broke through and silenced everything around it. He was entranced by its music. All the other voices held back, allowing it to do its work, which was probably the telling of another sewing anecdote of no import, and although her voice had no great strength, it had the power to quieten the other voices, the only voice among the women that was able to do that. They listened to her story until it reached its conclusion, and then they laughed and responded, as though released from a spell.


Then he noticed something that fixed him with a sudden whelming of energy. The vestibule at the end of the hall where they kept their shoes and coats had thickened and swelled. The women had brought coats and hats with them, and Polly must have hung them up there, because leaning over the banister he could see several strange garments he hadn’t seen before, and he wondered if Vera’s coat would be part of that little crowd of empty clothes.


Barely had he had a moment to think through what he was doing before he was down in the hall and in among the coats. He had to pass right by the door to the living room, and pass close to the voices that were now much clearer. He put to the back of his mind the problem of what to do if that door should open now, as he was feeling his way through the visitors’ coats trying to identify Vera’s, what he would say if Polly saw him. He was too busy following the smell, which was rich and deep here, and helped him pull out from its hook the black duffel coat that he remembered he had seen on Vera, and to take it in his arms and engulf it. No one opened the door. He held the coat close to him, pushing his face into its lining, enveloping himself in the hood. He was surprised by its texture, expecting a duffel-coat roughness, a bristliness, but instead there was a softness to the fabric; the big black muscly coat was tender and yielding, so much so that it felt as though the coat was touching him back. He felt suddenly joyous, for the stupidity of what he was doing, making love to an empty coat, playing with its silly, childlike toggles. Rather than feeling ashamed at having executed such an underhand, proxy assault, he felt the triumph of a little boy who has obtained some forbidden treat from the adult world. He thought for a second about taking the coat upstairs, kidnapping it entirely, taking possession of it, imagining the quandary when it came to home time – where was it? Where had Vera’s coat gone? Are you sure you brought a coat with you? I don’t remember you having one? Yes, the black one, the duffel coat, it’s my favourite coat, the nicest coat I’ve ever had, the warmest, the loveliest . . .
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Since he regarded himself as someone to whom women were not inordinately attracted, Arnold did not see much risk in indulging his fascination for Vera. He also felt that, because she was a practising Christian, he was doubly safe from any danger of straying. Even if he had wanted to, he could not have tempted her into infidelities, her beliefs and her commitment to her family were too strong. There were three barriers, then, to any chance of dalliance – family, Church and his own lack of sexual appeal. This all-surrounding triple-layered fender of prohibition made it seem perfectly safe for him to encounter Vera and play with the possibilities of what could happen between them, if those three barriers hadn’t existed. It also enabled him to deny to himself he had any physical longing for Vera, and to feel instead that he was merely enjoying the richness of a particular type of human presence.


Outside of the sewing-machine circle, the only other opportunity Arnold had to meet Vera was at the school when dropping off or collecting Evelyn. Polly did this, even though it would have made more sense, given their working hours, for Arnold to have done so, but Polly felt it kept her in touch with the other parents, and with their daughter’s teachers. In the evenings it was normal for Evelyn to go to a friend’s house to be picked up from there at around half-past four or five o’clock, which was usually the earliest Polly could get back from her shop. Now that she had a new best friend in Irina, Vera’s daughter, she most often went to her house after school to be collected.


In usual circumstances Arnold only did the school run if Polly had some other commitment, and it was a task he generally hated. It meant standing in the playground waiting for the bell to go (a reminder of his own dismal school days) with the other mothers and the occasional father, with whom he felt he had very little in common. He would endure the scanty conversations he had with these parents, which were mostly confined to enquiries about Polly and why she hadn’t shown up, or else things about the children’s education that he tried hard to appear interested in, when really he was just waiting for the bell to go so that he could make his escape.


Now Arnold grabbed every opportunity for taking Evelyn to school. If Polly showed the least sign that it was too much for her, if she was running the littlest bit late or worrying about the pile of things she had to do at the shop, he would step in and helpfully volunteer for the school run. It was ridiculous, he said, that on mornings when he didn’t have to be at work till ten, he didn’t take Evelyn. It was actually on his way to work, whereas Polly’s shop was in the opposite direction. He even had a research day each week, when he didn’t have to go to work at all. Why not let him take some of the burden? And Polly agreed, after a moment of doubt, that it did make sense when he had the more flexible work pattern, to take on some of the ferrying duties. It would be a relief, she said. And so once or twice a week, and sometimes more, and to the child’s delight and puzzlement (‘Why are you taking me to school, Daddy?’) Arnold took his daughter to St Clare’s primary.


Vera was always there. She was usually part of a small group of two or three other mothers. Now that their daughters were best friends, he had permission to join this group, indeed he had little choice and could even make a display of being the reluctant follower as Evelyn led him across the grey playground, to where Irina and her mother stood. And as soon as they were together the children would go off to play or talk, leaving the adults to themselves.


Arnold then found he couldn’t do much more than observe Vera, as she would be in conversation with the others, and in some ways he felt satisfied with that. In fact he felt a terror of being alone with her, for fear that he would suddenly blurt some inappropriate remark, or even take hold of her, hug her, as he had done already her coat. But he was happy to be part of the small crowd, to laugh at the right moments, to offer his bland, innocuous comments when required, to add to all the other bland, innocuous comments that made up the typical playground conversation.


Sometimes a father would be part of their group, dressed for work in the real world of business, wearing a suit and tie, and Arnold would feel overshadowed by the way this man handled the group, dominating it in such a way that the women didn’t seem to mind being interrupted and spoken over, since it was done with such good humour. Then Arnold would wonder if he was doing something wrong, that he should follow the example of this man, and do what he did, which was somehow to entertain the women, as though they were in his charge and he had responsibility for them. And when the man was in the full flow of his entertaining, charming the mothers with work anecdotes – he was a sales and marketing manager for a firm that made something Arnold had never heard of – Arnold felt a responsibility to assert his own presence, and to match the father’s stories with stories of his own. He didn’t because he felt that doing so would put the two males in competition and somehow imply a sexual motivation for his presence in the group. So he held back, remaining silent and unobserved.


Once or twice a week his day started in this way, to be followed by the familiar routines of teaching and research. In his classes there were many beautiful students, yet none of them held the remotest interest for him, and not simply because they were more than twenty years his junior. The beautiful faces seemed like exquisite masks with no character or expression, fragile artefacts compared to Vera’s older, living face. And then once a week the sewing evening, when he would eavesdrop if he could, or linger in the kitchen to get a glimpse of her, and feel sorrowful and even heartbroken if for some reason she wasn’t there.


As far as he could tell, she had taken very little notice of him in return. Beyond polite pleasantries, nods and smiles, she seemed mostly unaware of his interest. He was not surprised and it confirmed his feeling of safety and protection. It would be hard to design a person less inclined to have an extramarital affair than Vera. She, like him, was still devoted to her family. For his part he was not even bored with his. They still interested and excited him. In this way he found his attraction to Vera quite inexplicable. He had no needs that were not being met. He was satisfied with his life, his love, his work, everything. He also sensed that Vera’s beauty was something most people wouldn’t see. She was beautiful in her own way, and this set her apart from other women. She was not like certain females he knew – that tinted and overdone woman in the sewing group, for instance – who seemed finely attuned to the subtleties of male attention, whose attractiveness had made them skilled in fending off or courting it, according to their highly specific preferences. Vera had not turned many heads in her life, he imagined, and was mostly overlooked by the male gaze, but not by his.


She had, if anything, a slightly odd face, rather distended and awkwardly put together, and her glasses made her eyes look little and sad. Yet being in her presence had an effect on him that was like the feeling of his heart being lifted out of his body. An intoxicating sense of gladness and relief that she was there. He began to feel about her in the same way that he understood some people felt about the natural world, birdwatchers and the like, that they felt a constant reassurance from observing it, having it in front of them, the solid, empirical evidence of its existence. A twitcher catching sight of a rare warbler on a twig has their trust in the forcefulness of nature restored. That’s what he was beginning to feel about Vera, the whole bundle of her physical existence, the four-limbed, bipedal feet-on-the-ground substance of her.


He would have dealt with her in poems if he could, but writing poems about people had never been where his talents had lain. He longed, rather, for painterly skills, and was surprised that he didn’t have such a talent, since he considered himself a far better observer of the world than most people he knew, including the handful of artists he’d met in his life, those sloppy splashers of colour and scrapers of pigment, who seemed to think paint itself was the important thing, and not the stuff out there. And Vera was stuff, she was the essence of stuff. When he was close to her he felt as though he was within the remit of something infinitely benevolent, that he was inside a charmed circle, and that the source of this energy was located in the form of her physical presence – her body, her clothes, the breath she emitted, and the invisible, intangible things that her body gave off – pheromones, DNA, molecular chaff.


But these thoughts were going on at the back of his mind, below the surface of his conscious, moral self, which maintained, so far, respect for those around him, and to whom he had responsibilities and obligations.


It was a few weeks before anything that could be called a friendship developed between them. Sometimes he found that they were the first of their group to arrive in the playground and so had a few minutes of conversation, or otherwise after the bell had gone they found themselves taking the same route out of the playground gates towards their cars, this again giving them a few minutes of private chat. At these times the talk would remain on the well-worn topics, the safe ground of children and schooling. Arnold laughed when she told him that she had been in their children’s classroom and had heard a teaching assistant telling them how to spell the word Zebra, ‘And she said it was spelt Z-E-D-B-R-A, but I couldn’t correct her, not in front of the class.’ And immediately Arnold realized he shouldn’t have laughed, because this wasn’t funny. And they agreed that something terrible was happening in the school, teaching assistants were being used increasingly – untrained, sometimes not very well educated – and teachers were allowing them to run whole lessons. ‘And Irina thinks it’s all right to say “he was sat on the chair”, because that’s exactly what Mrs Dalrymple, the teaching assistant, taught them was correct. We should do something about it. The government are getting away with murder. Handing over our kids’ education to cheap, untrained labour.’ Arnold agreed, knowing how the teaching assistants often came from a background of low-grade office jobs. ‘And they bring their small-minded, office-dogsbody mentalities into the classroom.’ They were both chilled by the thought that their children were being taught by fools.


But Arnold felt uncomfortable talking about their children. They were the common ground between them, but they were also the constant reminder that their lives belonged to other people, within the closed circles of different families. Sometimes, on the way out of the school, if they happened to be the last parents to leave, he felt momentarily free of that sense of belonging elsewhere, and that he and Vera could talk like two carefree and unattached friends. At such times he would try and steer the conversation away from subjects related to parenting and children.


He tried talking to her about the coincidence of them both having connections with the university, and he learnt that she had left academia with some bad feelings. She felt she had been pushed out of her job, was overburdened with teaching, given no chance to do research, then punished with a heavier workload for having such a poor research profile. It was a vicious spiral Arnold knew well, and was himself having to struggle with.


He had published nothing but a single collection of poems, Macroscopia, more than a decade ago. He had started working on a second but the flow of poetry had been slow since the success of his book. Macroscopia had won a major prize, and had been widely praised. For a year or two he had been famous in the small world of poetry and poetry studies. Following up on the success of the first book had been harder than he’d imagined. Although he had now accumulated enough finished poems for him to think about assembling them into a collection and offering them to his publisher, he balked at the thought of it, deeply worried that the new poems did not live up to the promise of the old. He feared that he had been in the grip of something very muse-like, that had enabled him to find poetry in anything, and he feared that that moment had passed. He struggled now to find poetry in things that had once seemed bedecked with it.


He didn’t like to talk about his work as a poet, and she, it seemed, didn’t like to talk about her life as an academic. He tried probing what she had wanted to research, but given that she had been an academic in the department of religious studies, he didn’t want to steer her into talking about religion for fear that her moral consciousness might be unduly exercised, that she might suddenly awaken to the darker side of the intentions he barely acknowledged to himself that he had.


So they talked about mundanities. Things they’d seen on television, newsy gossip. There were some trashy TV programmes they both secretly liked. He was delighted that he seemed to be able to make her laugh very easily, and he found the way she laughed enchanting – the tilted head, the crescented eyes. Usually slow and deliberate in his conversation, he found himself possessed of a fluency he’d never had before, so that he couldn’t quite believe it was himself talking. It was almost as if she was talking through him. It astonished him. Whatever came out of his mouth seemed to charm and amuse her. And he was conscious at the same time that he was talking rubbish, nonsense, inconsequential tittle-tattle. He suddenly wondered if he was actually a fool. His default position, conversationally, was surfaces and appearances. These were the things he liked talking about.


He began noticing that she seemed pleased to see him when he arrived in the playground. It became expected that he should talk to her. It became a routine, a normal thing. One morning, when by chance she was in conversation with another mother when he arrived, he stood apart, and felt conspicuous and out of place. Another morning, when he arrived, Vera was crouching down, attending to some problem with her daughter’s shoes, so that she looked up at Arnold as he approached, her face filled with a smile, and her look passed all the way up and down his body, and her gaze settled on his body just for a moment longer than would have been normal for a friend. She seemed to enjoy looking at him.


The effect of knowing Vera, of being in her presence, even for that ten-minute morning drop-off, lasted with Arnold for the rest of the day, all through work and into the evening. He came home bright and elated, full of joy. But it was a general joy in life and its apparatus that he experienced, that through the day had become dissociated from its source, so that he couldn’t have explained, exactly, why he felt happy, and mistakenly thought it was simply because he was home with his wife and daughter. It took him quite a lot of thought and reflection to realize that the happiness originated in that morning encounter, and that in a strange way the blissful energy that came from Vera was fuelling his joy in his own domestic life. She was giving him the energy to enjoy what he treasured most, even as she tempted him away from it.


As soon as the night came and the day was finished, when he’d eaten with his family, enjoyed them, helped his daughter with her homework, played with her, watched television with her, watched the late news, showered and gone to bed, he woke the next morning as if scraped and scaled of every last vestige of Vera’s influence, and felt the need, the overwhelming urge, to revisit her, to see her again, as if she was a place, a beautiful building or landscape that held strong and comforting associations for him. Yet he couldn’t go every morning, and sometimes he couldn’t go for several days. There were long separations. The hosting of the sewing evenings was now shared with friends, and they met at Polly and Arnold’s only on alternate weeks now. So the chances of seeing Vera were reduced even further. Then a half term and no school runs for a week. How was he to cope? He hoped he would begin to forget about her, but in fact her memory seemed to grow stronger in his mind the longer the absence.


He felt an urge to talk about Vera with his wife, principally to find out more about her, but also because of a rather dangerous need he experienced, to have Vera established as an abstract presence within the family, someone they could both talk about and share opinions on. In a curious way he wanted to share his feelings about Vera, just as he would want to share his thoughts about a good book he’d just read. But he realized the profound risk he was taking in even mentioning Vera. The only way he dared do it was by contriving a conversational exchange in which Polly herself might be prompted to mention her. So he would ask how the sewing evenings were going. Had anyone made anything fantastic? Yes, said Polly, Geerda had started making velvet watermelons, using a special stitching technique. And Beverly had made a cover for her husband’s iPad. Gillian was making a clown costume for a fancy dress party . . .


‘Is that what you do, then, bring in pieces you’ve been working on and talk about them?’


‘Yes, that’s it. We talk about what we’ve been working on, then we take turns using some of the machines, sharing new techniques any of us have learnt. Then we have a drink and start gossiping.’


And what has Vera been making, he wanted to say, but it seemed she had made nothing of note, at least not enough to be among the examples Polly brought forth.


The only other subject he could think of was religion. If he could engage Polly in a religious discussion, then she would inevitably bring Vera into the conversation, because she was the one example she had, among her friends, of a religious person. She might cite and quote things Vera had said. But it was difficult to get Polly to talk about religion. She was, like him, an atheist, but more vehemently than him. Arnold liked the idea of religion, even if he didn’t believe in a god, but Polly didn’t even like the idea of it, was adamant that it was the product of fear and stupidity, that it was a force for bad in the world and that only the frightened and the stupid could believe in it. Which was Vera, he wondered, frightened or stupid?


‘I’ve got this religious fanatic in one of my writing classes,’ he said to her one evening in as casual a way as he could, which was difficult because he was doing something unusual in talking about his work. They were side by side on the couch, in the blaze of the television, wine glasses in hand, and Evelyn upstairs in bed.


‘Have you?’


‘Yes. Whenever the discussion moves on to sex, she asks if she can leave the room.’


‘Why?’


‘I’m not really sure. I suppose it offends her religious sensibility. She’s very polite and apologetic about it. She behaves like someone with asthma might behave if someone started smoking. She just has to go outside, and comes back when the air has cleared.’


‘So how often do your writing classes involve talking about sex?’


‘Unfortunately one of the other students writes about nothing else, and of a quite extreme kind. But then most students think detailed sex scenes are compulsory in a novel. They don’t seem to think anyone else knows how to do it. And they think they are the first ones ever to write about it.’


‘And I suppose you take extra care in evaluating their descriptive powers in this area.’


‘Well, I usually tell them to cut it out. I say if you’re writing a story about two people and at some point they make love, there is no need to then go into several pages of detailed description. They wouldn’t lavish the same amount of attention on them cutting their toenails, so why focus on the sex?’


‘And, well, you’re the writer, but I’ve always felt that including explicit sex scenes in a novel is just – bad manners.’


‘Spoken like a true Englishwoman. But anyway, I feel sorry for the religious fanatic.’


‘Oh, she sounds idiotic. An attention-seeker. Passive-aggressive. If she was in a class of mine I’d have sex there and then, just to annoy her.’


In fact, the student didn’t exist. Arnold had made her up for the purposes of talking about religion.


‘I think it’s rather sweet that people can still be offended by it, in this day and age. It is strange, the religious mind.’
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