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 Chapter 1



I never drive.
Even in the Department, I am famous for never driving. In late
1990s London, of course, no one drives, except a few macho maniacs
like Steve, but most of my contemporaries, once they approach my
grade, are at least contemplating a car, a neat little black BMW or
a boiled-sweet coloured Audi. Not me though. It can be
embarrassing, people assuming I'm greener than they are. I watch
that hooded look come over them at parties, then the deep breath as
they start to justify themselves: the nieces, the antique chests,
the possibility of a dog. I break into it to explain that no, it
isn't anything to do with the environment, but they don't always
believe me. That's why I took up smoking, really, to get myself off
the side of the angels. And to get out of a room quickly. There's
nothing like murmuring ‘Just off for a fag,’ to clear a path before
you, guests shrinking back like the Red Sea.

One or two
people usually sneak outside with me, some genuine smokers, some
just using the excuse. I wish I'd thought of that before becoming
so tangled up with the weed. Occasionally they'll pursue the
subject and ask; really then, why is it that I don't drive? Can't
I? Perhaps I'm one of those inadequates featured on television who
take their tests twenty or thirty times to inevitable failure. Or
maybe, even weirder, I've never started lessons at all. No, I
reassure them, I can drive, even yearn, sometimes, for the physical
feel of it, the throbbing of the clutch just above its biting
point, like the last moment before making love when you could just
get away with changing your mind. It's different for them, you see,
husbands and wives, their bathrooms adulterated with spousal
underwear, their carpets trodden with crayon and orange squash. At
work it must be the same, forever squeezing into the corporate
lift, thrashing through stacks of paper, elbowing past the other
traders to get to the ideal position. No wonder they treasure the
three square feet behind the steering wheel, the tinted windscreen
that shows their view and no one else's.

But my life
isn't like that. My life is a series of spacious and elegant rooms.
My flat, my office, so similar that sometimes I wake in the night
and imagine I have fallen asleep in the Department. All Georgian,
all Wedgwood blue. Even the restaurants I choose for my solitary
lunches have high ceilings, white linen and waiters who would never
dream of introducing themselves by their first names. I have
neighbours and colleagues, of course; I'm not a hermit. The thing
is, though, that there's no one I have to see. No one comes
to the flat unless I invite them, no one comes to the office unless
I summon them. We could quite easily have all our meetings by
e-mail so that I wouldn't even know what my colleagues' faces look
like. Nor they mine. Only on the Tube, or rather the bus - I prefer
the bus, having no one's supper to rush home for - can I be
absolutely sure of being human at all. I like my fellow passengers
to be as vocal as possible, as visible, even, when things are
really bad, as tangible. A little girl vomited in my lap one day,
right over my buttermilk suit, and I beamed so hard at her mother
she must have thought I was a lunatic. Or a saint. I've got that
sort of face, you see. But it's not really compassion or even
interest. Just reassurance, a kind of superstitious touching of
humanity, like touching wood, to make sure it's all still there
even if I don't have anything to do with it.

Steve is the
only person to have heard that far. I didn't tell him because I
thought he'd understand, but because he wouldn't. ‘Explains your
taste in men, too, I suppose,’ he said, in what I thought at the
time was a standard throwaway line. Later, I wondered whether
perhaps he was being rather incisive, but I didn't want to think of
Steve being incisive, so I filed it away under Trivia and got on
with the monthly figures.

At the
Department, no one likes to delve too deeply into the psyche of any
of the others, so my not driving was just a given, as Rob the
mathematician likes to put it, part of the natural state of affairs
like Janet being on a diet or Monica worrying about the world.
That's why my voice comes out so loud when I have to interrupt
her.

‘You can get
the train to Sudbury,’ she says, ‘and change at Colchester. Or is
it Mark's Tey? I'll have to ask Gerry. Anyway, there's a bus, well,
when I say a bus, I mean two - ’

‘I think I'll
drive.’


‘What?’

‘I said I think
I'll drive. Hire a car. It'll be useful while I'm there. After all
there aren't, I mean, I don't suppose there'll be shops very near
the cottage. Not out in the sticks like that. Not so very bizarre,
is it?’

I know I am
being awkward and that it isn't fair. After all, it is her cottage
and it's been a long struggle just to get her to take a market rent
for it. The truth is that Monica feels guilty about owning the
cottage at all, even though she's only inherited it from her
mother. Every time she thinks about it she seems to see great
queues of the homeless, all pointing accusingly at her. At the same
time, she can't bear to sell it. She tried to describe it to me one
day, not long after her mother had died but I cut her short,
brusque in my clumsiness. She thought that I didn't want to hear
about her grief, was worried that she had broken the implicit rule
of frivolity.

‘I'm sorry,
Helen. I didn't mean to go on about it. It's just - that I was so
happy there. It isn't a beautiful place, not like the Lake District
or anything, there aren't any hills. But the sky seems so close and
so wide - ’

‘I know.’ I
nearly told her then, in that moment when we looked straight at one
another, and we weren't high-flying civil servants any more, just
two young girls, chastened by the Suffolk sky. She was crying -
Monica cried easily - and within seconds I might have been, too.
‘It's quite understandable,’ I continued, in my assessing-data tone
of voice. ‘Most people display an irrational attachment for a
particular location. It's a sign of a balanced personality.’

Monica sniffled
a bit and cheered up, pleased to hear that I thought she had a
balanced personality. I hadn't quite said that but it didn't
matter. It is possible, though, that Monica is another of the
people I've underestimated, like Steve. She didn't say any more
about Suffolk for a long time, but when I told them about my
sabbatical she was very quick to offer the cottage. Or maybe she
was just relieved at the idea of having someone reliable to live in
it. Her mother only died last summer and she doesn't want to let it
out commercially yet, although she doesn't use it very much
herself. She's getting married in the autumn, in the old-fashioned
sort of way, to someone she isn't already living with, and spends
most of her weekends trailing around B&Q in her fiancé's
wake.

Or maybe it
wasn't odd of Monica to offer the cottage, just of me to accept it.
After all, the book could be written anywhere; the data is on my
laptop, the conclusions in my head. I could go anywhere, around the
world, if I wanted to.

I thought these
last words in my mother's voice. It doesn't happen so often these
days, that feeling that I've temporarily vacated my brain and
allowed someone else to occupy it. After - when I was a student -
it happened a lot, even when I was speaking. I would start a
sentence myself and would hear him finishing it. I used to look
around, sure that someone must have noticed, but they never
had.




It must have been on
the morning that the letter came, the one confirming my place at
Oxford to read PPE. I phoned Dad in Saudi, who launched into an
elaborate joke based on the idea that I was going to study Physical
Education. Then it was Mum's turn.

‘Why don't you
take a year out? Travel around the world. You might never get the
chance again.’

‘Why should I?’
I was irritated. Within minutes, she was rubbing away at my
triumph. I glanced at the table, at the thick white envelope, but
the bloom was already fading. ‘I've spent my whole childhood
travelling around the world. I thought I'd try a bit of stability
for a change. I think I could manage three years without becoming
too moss-ridden.’

‘Australia,
Sweden and the Arab Emirates. Hardly the entire globe. And you know
we haven't been anywhere as a family since you started your 'O'
levels.’

‘Okay. But I
want to start at Oxford now. I've waited for this for so long, I
don't want to put it off another year. I'll do something in the
summer.’


‘Backpacking?’

‘No, not
backpacking. It's very suspicious, Mum, this desperation to get me
out of the country. Especially with Dad gone. What are you planning
to do, smuggle a man in?’

She tightened
her lips and went out very quickly to do something with potatoes. I
suppose she must have suspected by then that Dad wasn't planning to
return. I, of course, had noticed nothing different about this
trip, no change from the routine journeys abroad that he'd always
taken. Maybe Mum resented my easy ignorance. I wouldn't blame her
if she did. After all, if she hadn't stayed in England with me, he
might never have met Frieda or at least never begun his affair with
her, an affair which has now lasted nearly as long as my parents'
marriage did. Or perhaps it would have happened anyway, even
together at home. Whatever the truth, and I've never discussed it
with either Mum nor Dad, abroad was then, and still is, a place of
dislocation and potential danger. Perhaps, when the sabbatical came
up, I was simply replaying the old argument. No surprise then that
I should have come to the same decision.

It was several
days before we returned to the subject.

‘So,’ asked
Mum, a basket of laundry ready to shield her face, ‘have you
decided what to do in the summer yet? Mrs Green says that Philippa
is TEFLing in Thailand.’

‘Really?’ I
replied with a nihilistic shrug, wondering whether I had painted
myself into a dreary corner. ‘I wouldn't have thought they had the
snow. Actually I'm planning to do something to help other people.
After all, I have been very fortunate.’

I was a
dreadful prig at seventeen but the halo suited me better in those
days. Having planted my moral standard, I had to uphold it, if that
isn't mixing my metaphors - I never went on a Church Parade. That
proved more difficult than I had imagined. It turned out that few
charities, and certainly none of the more glamorous ones, were
clamouring for the services of unskilled teenagers. I had almost
given up, was on the verge of cycling to the station for my
Interrail ticket, when the letter came. Saint Jude's would be
pleased to take me as a volunteer care worker; board, lodging and
£5 a week pocket money. Only they called it an allowance. I hadn't
even looked to see where they were or what they did, had just
copied the details from an old list at the library. But for then it
was enough. I had a job, of sorts, at least in comparison to the
odd evening's babysitting which was all I'd done before. I had a
place to go, something to do, enough to keep the neighbours quiet
and pass the leaden weeks until Oxford. It would be, I was sure, of
no more significance than that.




‘Yes,’ says Monica.
She has to say it twice; the first time her lips move but no sound
comes out. None of the others will look at me directly.
Technically, I'm their boss, since the new brooms came in and
promoted me out of the ordinary progression. I've spent the whole
of my time since then trying to play it down, emerging as often as
possible from my powder-blue sanctum, making a point of fetching
extra coffee and doughnuts. And now it looks as though I've blown
it.

‘I think you're
right,’ she says, faltering a little. ‘Mummy - we always used the
car. It's not as though the air pollution's so bad in the country -
’ Her voice fades.

Rob rescues us
with a cool query about my database. Of all of us, it's Rob who
shies away quickest when the conversation threatens to get
personal. I've worked with him for nine years, now, talked for
weeks, if you add it all together, and yet I still know nothing
essential about him; whether he is married or single, gay or
straight, happy or depressed. He cycles at weekends, I know that;
sometimes on a Monday morning his freckled nose is reddened and
peeling, he drinks herbal tea instead of coffee, he went to
Cambridge a year after I started at Oxford and he tells excellent
jokes, dry but never acid. That's it, Rob. At his signal now we all
speak, in measured turn, as though we were singing some sort of
round, a Civil Service madrigal about the inner workings of the
Department mainframe. The status quo is restored. Perhaps.




‘Take the
Cherokee,’ says Steve.

We are in bed,
his bed, under his maroon patterned duvet. Or, at least, I am under
it. Once, towards the beginning of the affair, eighteen months ago,
I suppose, we were lying on top of the bed after making love,
sprawled and sticky, when I suddenly felt cold, icy right down to
my bones, and I gave a violent shudder. Since then, as soon as he
withdraws from me, Steve always wraps the duvet tightly about my
shoulders, tucking and packing it like a conscientious Inuit
building his igloo. I've noticed lately, in fact, that it's getting
earlier and earlier, this cossetting, so that even as I open my
mouth to gasp, taking breath for the final cry, I am liable to find
it stuffed with thirteen togs of Harrods' goose down. I don't like
to think about how much I like it, how sometimes I initiate sex
just for this, the rare pleasure of being protected, rather than
for the climax itself. Not, I think, averting my eyes from his
lolling, shameless body, that I want Steve to be any more
solicitous the rest of the time. There isn't any danger. We satisfy
one another's needs on the narrow patch of ground where we meet;
the rest is silence. I don't even know exactly what he does, some
sort of dealing, on the fringes of legality, and I never speak of
my own work, except in the vaguest terms, as now.

‘If you really
have to leave London, that is. I don't see why you should. A
sabbatical is just a kind of holiday with homework, right? Surely
you can do that anywhere?’

‘This isn't
exactly an ordinary sabbatical.’




It is the
Minister's phrase, from his last visit, nearly a fortnight ago. He
bowled into my office as usual, unannounced and ebullient, and
slammed the door behind him. It's the only time my door is ever
closed, when the Minister is there. This time he had Carpenter with
him, so I knew that it was business, not pleasure. Carpenter is
supposed to be his driver; he has the confidence and the peaked
cap, but the Minister always drives himself. No one knows quite who
Carpenter is, except that he comes from the old days, the
precarious, lucrative ones, before the Minister made his reputation
and sank into politics. He has a dark scowl and an air of brooding
intelligence, rather like Garry Kasparov, and I'd prefer not to
upset him. Ever.

The Minister,
on the other hand, has a pink paunchy face and the sort of hair
that people still think of as blond, though nearly all of it is
grey.

‘I want you to
compile a report for me. On the homeless problem.’

‘Homelessness?
But that's not remotely within our department's
responsibility.’

‘Exactly. I
want a clear mind, a fresh perspective on the problem. I don't want
somebody telling what Professor McConscience said at some symposium
in 1969. Neither do I want you pestered by pressure groups and
special interest lobbyists. I've arranged for you to have access to
the Home Office data. You should be able to get that all downloaded
within the next fortnight. Let me know if you need a bigger laptop.
Then you can take it away and consider the proposal.’

‘The proposal,
sir?’

‘My proposal,
Helen. All mine. Not been near a think-tank nor a bloody focus
group. Came to me in a vision, as I came out of the opera. Don
Giovanni, wasn't it, Carpenter?’

‘I believe so,
sir.’

‘Philistine
bastard. It was La Traviata. Anyway, the proposal, which I
needn't tell you is T.F.S.’

‘Top Fucking
Secret,’ said Carpenter, in case I hadn't worked it out, ‘is that
. . .’

He described
it, without much detail.

‘Right,’ I
said. It was only a stalling tactic, while I thought of an
appropriate reply, but the Minister took it as my substantive
reaction.

‘Maybe, but
none the worse for that. We're supposed to be past the old party
tribalisms, remember?’

‘Of course,
sir. But isn't it, the proposal, basically a return to - ?’

The Minister
never gets angry. With Carpenter around, he doesn't need to. But
there was a vein next to his Adam's apple that throbbed very
blue.

‘That, Helen,
is the kind of knee-jerk pseudo-liberal reaction beyond which I
thought you had progressed. It is in fact a highly sophisticated
and compassionate response to an ever-increasing problem in our
inner cities. And a problem, I might add,’ Here the vein calmed
down a bit, and his eyes began their usual twinkle, the twinkle
well known to his shareholders and the poor bloody kids at the
Department Christmas party, ‘that the Home Secretary himself has
done sweet F.A. to address. That is why I want you to go away and
consider the matter calmly, using the data to marshal arguments for
and against the proposal. and coming to a swift and persuasive
conclusion.’

I allowed
myself the briefest of smiles as he said the word ‘against’. I knew
where I was now.

‘And when I say
“away”,’ he continued, without acknowledging the smile, although I
thought I saw the muscles of Carpenter's cheek relax, ‘I mean right
away. Off into the sticks somewhere, beyond the pale. I don't want
you confused by falling over the blighters right, left and centre.
Understand?’

I nodded. I get
tired of saying ‘of course’.

‘Once you've
gone,’ he said, glancing towards the door as a signal to Carpenter
to open it, ‘we don't expect to see you in London before the first
of September. Or else.’

His tone was
mock-sinister but his eyes were for real.

‘Or else,’
repeated Carpenter and, for the first time, smiled.




‘Fair enough,’
says Steve, and changes the subject back to the Jeep. I'm sure,
sometimes, that he thinks I work for M15. He finds it exciting, so
I don't disillusion him. There have to be some compensations for
having a clever bird and one, as Barney put it, whose tits wouldn't
even get her into the RSPB, never mind the Playboy Club.

‘Go on,’ he
urges. ‘It'll be just the thing. Four wheel drive, whopping great
tyres. You can take short cuts through the fields.’

‘And what will
you use for posing up and down the King's Road? That Jeep's never
been outside the M25. It would probably have engine failure if it
ever encountered any genuine mud. And I could be gone for three
months.’

‘I'll pick up
something else.’

The ambiguity
is typical, as typical as his generosity, and the fact that he's
said nothing about my sudden conversion to the car. I'm tempted to
take him up on it, like the idea of throwing the Cherokee from
verge to verge, terrorizing rabbits and day-tripping Daewoos. After
all, that's why I've decided to drive to Suffolk - to be in
control, to have something else to think about, not to be
distracted by remembered views through a passenger window.

‘Hel? You gone
to sleep?’

The idea is
tempting, wrapped in the stale goatish smell of the quilt. But it's
one of my rules to return to my own flat every night. I thought
once of buying some sort of pet to provide an excuse, but a
goldfish's needs aren't urgent enough, and I don't want to be
responsible for anything higher up the evolutionary ladder. Not
even Steve himself, scratching in the forest of his stomach
hair.

‘Not quite.
Maybe I could take the Jeep, if you're sure. It would - No.’

‘Make your mind
up, girl.’

‘No. I'd
forgotten. I'd be really high up, wouldn't I? In the driving seat,
I mean.’

‘Pretty high,
yeah. That's an advantage, especially in the countryside. You can
see over the hedges and that.’

‘I don't want
to see over the hedges.’ It would be too much like the view out of
a pickup window, even a pickup half forgotten for almost twenty
years. A nice little car, that's what I need, a Metro or something,
with no view but verges and the occasional litter bin.

‘Suit yourself,
darlin'.’ Steve rolls off the bed and pads towards the kitchen. I
watch his retreating back, the long, almost tufted spine and I feel
a chill, even through the duvet. I want to call him back, but I
can't think of anything to say. Then I hear the click of the
kettle, my signal to get dressed again. I've got a spare pair of
knickers in my bag, but I always take the old ones home, wrapped in
a zip-lock sandwich bag. Tonight I think about leaving them behind,
but habit triumphs. It's not the right time to be offering
hostages.


 


 Chapter 2



The strategy
works. The trouble is, it works too well. It's been eight years
since I last drove, and that was Barney's white van, after I'd
bought a coffee table in Kingston and baulked at their delivery
charges. Barney was Steve's predecessor, and pretty much
indistinguishable from him. I'll remember later on why it was we
split up. Probably the usual reason.

‘A two year old
could drive this Fiesta,’ promised the car hire man, and I was fine
on the technical side, all the handling stuff, even if the power
steering came as a bit of a shock. Unfortunately, the ability to
maximise torque ratios (I think that's what Steve calls it) isn't
much help when you're stuck in the wrong lane on your fourth
circuit of Chelmsford. Yes, Chelmsford. I was that lost. The
only advantage is that I arrive at the cottage from the wrong side,
missing out the village altogether. It is dusk, and, with the new
houses on the other side of the railway line, I can almost imagine
it to be a different place. Maybe it is. Maybe it's just instinct,
not memory, that leads me round to the shabby side door, shows my
fingers the odd little twist that the key needs and tells me, just
before I push the door open, what I will find on the other side:
pale silvered light, a faint humming and the musty smell of
hyacinths.




I walk into the
village in the morning, and meet Tess on the way. At first,
free-falling in the past, I don't see anything odd in it. Just
Tess, coming out to meet me, as she always had, right from the
start.

 


By the time the bus
reached the village, that first time, my shoulders were aching. I
had been standing in the aisle, Dad's great steel framed rucksack
on my back, since Great Parshall. I knew that Prior's Sutton was
the next village and I was anxious not to miss my stop. It would
have felt like cheating to have looked the route up in the road
atlas beforehand and to have found out that there were nearly seven
miles between the two. I wasn't sure about the bus driver; I'd had
to ask the fare three times, not being able to understand his
accent. The third time he'd written it down on the back of his
hand, with a grin, as though I were the odd one.

We passed the
village sign and slowed along the street of pink-washed houses. I
staggered towards the front of the bus and the driver called over
his shoulder.

‘Saint Jude's?’
He spoke slowly, with exaggerated vowels, as if to a favourite
imbecile.

‘Yes please,’ I
gasped, reeling back then forwards again as we stopped outside the
high stone wall. Tess was sitting on a bench beneath it, her long
fair hair dappled by the sun and the oak leaves. She jumped up,
bouncing on the soles of her basketball shoes and met me at the
bottom of the bus steps.

‘You're Helen,
are you? I thought I'd come out and meet you. It's all a bit
daunting otherwise.’ She gestured towards a pair of huge wooden
gates set in an archway of the wall.

‘Let me take
that. You must be shattered.’ She took the rucksack from my back
and hoisted it on to one shoulder as easily as if it were a
handbag. I must have been staring because she blushed a little and
grinned.

‘It's easier if
you're tall. Gawky. I'm six foot really but Mum thinks that's
unladylike so I have to say five eleven. I'm clumsy, though, which
is awful in a nurse. Horrible for the poor patients, never knowing
what they're going to get dropped on them next. Have you done any
nursing before?’

‘No, I've just
finished ‘A’ Levels. I'm only. . .’

‘Here for the
summer? Like the rest of us. Well, Darius reckons he might stay
longer but then other times he says he's off next week. I think he
just likes winding us up. Do you want to be a nurse?
Professionally, I mean.’

My look of
horror must have spoken for itself.

‘No, I expect
you're clever, aren't you?’ She twisted the iron ring on the doors
and they creaked open. ‘I mean really clever?’

I was still
thinking how to answer, what wouldn't sound like false modesty,
when we turned a corner and I saw the crucifix fastened to the
wall. It loomed enormous above us, the figure larger than
life-size, in yellowing ivory, its wounds painted a vivid crimson.
I cried out and tried to turn it into a cough.

‘Oops,’ said
Tess, striking herself on the forehead. ‘I should have taken you
round the other way. You're not a Catholic, are you?’

Mum had tried
to warn me about this sort of thing, painted statues and
flagellation, but I had snapped back that I was going to a nursing
home, not a convent, and that her Protestant ancestors had made her
bigoted and hysterical. Now I wasn't so sure. Tess seemed normal
enough, though, apart from her brief curtsey, ungainly beneath
Dad's rucksack, towards the red lantern beyond the open doors.

‘Sorry,’ I
said. ‘No, I'm not.’

‘No need to
apologise. It's not your fault, after all. Actually there's only
Geoffrey and me that are, of the volunteers. Well, Arabella too,
but she's lapsed. Says she might be a Buddhist now, but I don't
suppose it'll last. We asked Father Tony for a special Intention
for her, but he says he's not keen on that sort of thing. He's very
Vatican Twoish, you know. Anyway once one always one, as Geoffrey's
mum says and especially when it's from the cradle.’

I had no idea
of what she was talking about, so I picked out the first name.

‘Is Geoffrey a
volunteer too, then?’

Tess blushed,
more deeply than before.

‘Yes, he's a
medical student, just finished his first year. He's really clever
too. We came here on the same day and met on the bus. It was only
two weeks ago.’ She tossed the blonde fringe out of her eyes, tried
to sound casual. ‘We're quite good friends, now, actually. Here it
is.’

We entered the
main building, an old manor house, newly painted in primrose
yellow, by a small side door. Tess led the way up two flights of
stairs and into a clean white corridor. Along one side were six or
seven doors and on the other a row of small windows looking down
into a central courtyard.

‘This is where
all the volunteers sleep, up in the attics where we can't disturb
the patients. Residents, I mean, we're supposed to call them that.
Actually we're still not allowed to make too much noise - Darius
played his stereo really loud one night and Captain Grinder banged
on the ceiling with his artificial leg. He's got a first floor
room, you see. Says he likes the challenge. But I don't expect you
like really loud music, do you? Not if you're an intellectual.’

She sounded
rather unsure, and slipped the rucksack from her shoulders as if
wondering whether to inspect it.

‘By the way,
it's boys and girls together. I mean, on the same corridor,’ she
added hastily. ‘We've each got our own room. But I thought I'd
better warn you so you can make sure you're decent for cleaning
your teeth or whatever. The bathroom's at the far end and there's
another loo next to the stairs. Oh, and Father Tony stays up here
occasionally, if it looks as though one of the pa - residents might
need the Last Rites.’

‘Does that
happen often?’

‘That they die,
you mean? Oh yes, all the time. It is a home for incurables, after
all. Didn't you realise that? Saint Jude, patron saint of lost
causes.’

‘I thought it
was something to do with the Beatles.’




Tess smiled at that,
the same smile that I see now, as she recognizes me beside the old
mill, calm and sweet.

‘Helen. I knew
you'd be back one day.’

She looks the
same, a little sturdier, perhaps, but maybe she needs to be, with a
baby strapped across her chest and a little girl of three or four
holding one hand. Her hair is still long, and mainly blonde, with
the occasional spring of grey that my fingers itch to pluck
out.

‘How are you?
What are you doing? Have you got time for a coffee?’

‘Fine. Staying
at the old keeper's cottage to write a very boring report. I'd love
some coffee. How about you?’

‘As you see.’
She indicates the children. ‘We've got three more, actually, one at
secondary school, two at the village school here. It's not
Catholic, I'm afraid, but we couldn't bear to make them do that bus
journey every day. It's twenty-six miles, the round trip. So, we've
just dropped them off, haven't we?’ She addresses the little girl
who nods solemnly.

‘You and -
?’

‘Geoffrey. Of
course.’




Of course. It had been
obvious from the beginning, as soon as Tess had shown me my room
and led me down to the dining room. The residents and staff ate
together, but the volunteers had their own table and weren't
expected to be on duty at mealtimes. The others were already there,
waiting for us, two places laid along one side of the table. When I
first saw Tess with Geoffrey I thought that the story of meeting on
the bus had been a ruse, that they were long-established lovers,
spending the summer together in spite of parental disapproval.
Though what any parent could disapprove of in either of them was
hard to imagine. Geoffrey was not strictly good-, but
pleasant-looking, with thick sandy hair, a wide mouth and a mass of
tiny pinpricked freckles. He was the only one of us to come from
the North, St. Helen's, I think, and had a kind, teasing humour
that would ripen, in the next few years, into a fruity bedside
manner. But together, they were something else. They were
physically well-matched, to begin with, Geoffrey a couple of inches
taller than her, sturdy beside her willowy grace. The lighter tones
in his hair matched hers and their eyes, as they looked at one
another, seemed exactly the same shade of blue. Their backgrounds
were similar, too, both from traditional Catholic families,
although Geoffrey was an only child and Tess the youngest of six.
Then again, they had complementary ambitions, he to be a doctor,
she a nurse. What could be more appropriate? And yet, it seemed,
watching them, as though these likenesses were merely symptoms of
their love, as if, were Tess suddenly to metamorphose into a
moon-worshipping pygmy, Geoffrey would do the same. And vice versa,
of course. They were still in the first dizzy days of love, when
the world around them had dimmed and their hearts thumped to the
same rhythm, loud and incessant, echoing in their fingers and
cheekbones. But for Tess and Geoffrey, the apprehension of those
first few weeks seemed already to be passed, or if not passed, then
changed already into a kind of silent awe. They had complete
confidence, one in the other, complete rest in the other's
presence, even in the petty clamour around them. Often I would see
one of them, exhausted by a long shift, for they always did more
than their share, catch sight of the other down one of the harshly
disinfected corridors. It was like watching a speeded-up blood
transfusion. The rest of us debated whether they were sleeping
together. The languid ease of their touching suggested that they
were; what we knew of their background and habits said not. Late in
the summer Tess confided; they had so far resisted, but the pulse
of their blood raced faster, and she didn't know how much longer
they could hold out. By then, though, I was swimming deep in my own
murky waters, and I scarcely listened to her.




I remember Tess's
house as soon as she unlatches the little wrought-iron gate. We
used to pass it most evenings on our way to the Seven Stars, and an
old man gardening at the front would straighten up and wish us good
health. It doesn't have the boxy charm of the little pink cottages,
being brick-built and Victorian, but it has a dignity of its own,
like a transplanted Chelsea pensioner, deafened by the silence of
the village. I follow Tess up the path, grown shaggy and cracked
since the old man's day, occasionally pausing to step over a
plastic toy. Tess still walks the same way; up on the balls of her
feet as if she's snatching at the last few inches before the sky
starts, although she wears sensible loafers now, and her hair, that
used to fan out around her face, is tied back in a ponytail. The
little girl, Kate, who turns out to be only two, but tall and
heavy-boned, like her father, looks as though she's learning to
walk the same way, her little heels, in white socks and sandal
straps, barely touching the ground.

Inside, the
house is a shock. It isn't exactly untidy, not in the student way,
which is the last real untidiness I've encountered. There aren't
any empty beer cans on the floor, or half-eaten kebabs shoved in
the bookcases. It isn't even dirty, at least, no more so than, say,
Steve's flat, the day before the cleaning lady is due. There are
simply so many things going on at once. Tess leads me into the
kitchen, where the table and worktops are piled high with laundry,
homework, washing-up and half-completed cardboard models. She waves
her spare arm vaguely about the room.

‘Sorry,’ she
says cheerfully. ‘Bit chaotic in the mornings. Here.’ She is
unfastening the baby's sling, contorting herself horribly as she
disentangles the straps. I am reminded of something Barney's mate
once sold him, assuring him that I was the sort of girl who longed
to be tied up and have unspeakable things done to my toes. I
wasn't, but I suppose I might have been.

‘Do you want
some help with that?’

‘Oh no, I'm
fine. I just have to get Strap B out of Loop F. It's always tricky
if you can't reach it with your teeth. There.’

She lays the
whole thing down on top of an opened encyclopaedia. The baby stares
up at us with dark blue eyes and flaps its arms.

‘Hold him for a
moment, would you, Helen, while I get Katie's drink?’

She takes it
for granted that I will. I untie the last pair of straps and lift
him gingerly towards me. Just in time, a piece of memory from my
babysitting days surfaces and I cradle the back of his head in my
palm. Kate is settled, with a drink and biscuit, asking me about my
Daddy, but Tess doesn't seem in any hurry to take the baby back. He
lies in the crook of my arm, quite still, with slightly pursed lips
and irises so dark that I can hardly tell where the his pupils
begin.

‘It doesn't
seem to like me much.’

‘He, not it. Of
course he does. He's not crying.’

‘He's not
smiling, either.’

‘Oh Helen! He
can't smile yet. He's not old enough.’

‘I thought
that's what babies did, smiled. What they were for. How old is he,
then?’

‘Six days.’

‘Six
days!’ I hold him out to her beseechingly. ‘I can't be
responsible for something that's only six days old. What if I drop
it?’

‘Don't worry,
he's within his guarantee period. Oh, all right, pass him
over.’

‘But if he's
six days old - ’ I may be on the Civil Service fast track, but my
mind can work remarkably slowly at times. ‘If he's six days old,
then you must have given birth six days ago.’

‘Yeah.’ She
lifts him upright against her chest and turns to make the coffee,
so that he is watching me over her shoulder. ‘I went straight in
and out this time. I like being pampered, I could have stayed for
three days but I worry about how Geoffrey's coping. Especially with
my mother here.’

‘But shouldn't
you be in - ?’

‘Intensive
care? Purdah? Rehab? Don't worry, I won't start haemorrhaging all
over the kitchen floor. Not unless you're volunteering to mop it
up.’

The baby is
still looking at me with that solemn stare. I try to talk above his
line of sight.

‘So, tell me
about you and Geoffrey. When did you get married?’

‘Easter. The
one after that summer. We weren't going to change our minds so
there wasn't much point in waiting.’ She turns back, smiling. ‘And
we couldn't keep our hands off each other any longer.’

‘But you could
have - done it, couldn't you?’ There is something about Tess that
brings back all the old schoolgirl euphemisms. ‘I mean, if you were
engaged? It was the Eighties, after all.’

‘We didn't
dare. Cuthbert was born within ten months of the wedding, as it
was. We'd have been caught out, I'm sure, and it would have been
embarrassing for our mothers. Mind you, it was another seven years
until Magda came along.’

The baby begins
to whimper. Tess lays him in her lap and unbuttons her shirt. I
look away quickly. We girls had all seen one another topless that
summer, as we changed into our uniforms or sunbathed down by the
stream. I remembered Tess's breasts, like a medieval Madonna's,
high, white and rounded, with tiny pink nipples. Mine, in
comparison, felt flat and unformed. It took another ten years and
the invention of the Wonderbra before I could see them as an asset.
Now, though, it takes both hands for her to prise her breast from
its cup and when it comes out it is mottled and coarse. Kate
catches my eye and wrinkles her nose.

‘Yucky.’

‘It's only
milk, Katie. The same as out of a cow. We wanted to invite you to
the wedding, Helen, but no one seemed to have your address. You
went so suddenly. Well, most people did, I suppose. Such a terrible
thing. I've often thought how dreadful it must have been for you,
with your instruction and everything. Did you do it in the end, at
Oxford?’

‘No,
never.’

‘Oh dear.’ She
adjusts the baby so that his mouth covers her swollen nipple. ‘And
I prayed and prayed. They've got a lot to answer for, you know,
those two. I try my best to forgive them, but - what was it Our
Lord said? Better to have a millstone tied round their necks?’

I can recognize
that allusion, at least.

‘I'm hardly one
of the little ones.’

‘Oh yes you
are,’ says Tess.





 


 Chapter 3



The report is
going incredibly well. I feel quite light-headed with the
adrenaline of good, uninterrupted work. In the week that I've been
here, I've got the whole introductory section out of the way. All
it needs are the detailed references to earlier studies, and I can
add those at any time. It was the right decision to come here.
Anywhere else and I might have been tempted to explore, waste
valuable time in meeting the locals and finding out the history of
the place. Here, I wake up early, begin work and simply continue
through the day, breaking only for a brisk walk, almost a run,
really, along the railway line. It's quite monastic. I used to
dream, when I first got the news about Oxford, of this sort of
life.

I don't even
get disturbed by the phone, as Monica had the BT line disconnected
and my mobile doesn't work down in the hollow. I could walk up to
the main street to use it, but I don't know whom I'd ring. I gave
my number to Monica for emergencies and Steve's the only other
person who knows it. If I call Monica, she'll only worry that I've
got bad news about the cottage and there's no reason to contact
Steve. We've only ever used the phone to make arrangements to meet,
and we won't be doing that for a while. He did ask, just before I
left, whether I'd like him to come down for a weekend while I'm
here. I've never heard him sound so tentative. For the first time,
I wasn't sure what he wanted me to say. I pretended to consider it
for a moment, and then said no. I think it was relief, the
expression on his face.

Tess invited me
to tea, to meet the rest of the children, but I got out of that one
as well. Through all these years, she's been a kind of icon to me,
a symbol of a different kind of life, a better sort that I just
caught a glimpse of before it blurred away. Now I feel afraid to
see too much of her, in case more has changed than just her poor
breasts. But I couldn't resist completely, especially seeing
Geoffrey, so I'm going to dinner there the day after tomorrow. That
should give me time to get really immersed in the data and stop me
getting too far off track. Whenever I feel like flagging I shall
remember the Minister's last telephone call. A deeply personal
interest in the project. So long as there isn't a reshuffle before
the autumn.

Talking of
dreaming, I've had the same one for the past few nights. I know
it's been the same, because I've woken in the morning with that
distinctive feeling, like a taste or a melody, not something you
could mistake. But the details have always been just beyond my
reach. Tonight, though, I wake halfway through and remember it all.
It's him, of course, but not him. His body, exactly as I remember
it, in jeans and his fuzzy blue T-shirt, walking towards me. But
when he gets close and I see his face, it isn't his any more. First
it's George's, the way it was as he lay in the chapel. I didn't
think I remembered that. Then Monica, or, rather Monica's mother,
who died, but with Monica's face. And last the baby, Tess's baby,
staring and staring with his eyes getting a darker and darker blue
until I wake and I can't get back to sleep because I don't know his
name. And that really is ridiculous, because all I need do is ask.
Brandy, that's what I need, with a shot of hot milk. I'll go down
to the pub in the morning and get some in.




I arrive early at the
Seven Stars, at about half-past eleven. It isn't that I'm so
desperate for the brandy, but I don't want to churn up any memories
here. We never went to the pub in the mornings and none of us could
afford to eat anywhere but in the dining room at Saint Jude's. With
most pubs, of course, I wouldn't have to worry, but I have the
feeling that the Seven Stars won't have changed much in a mere
seventeen years. I am right; it is just the same, down to the
broken latch, mended with baling twine and the yellowed press
cutting which commemorates the brief visit, in 1958, of Sir Edmund
Hillary.

Two or three
couples sit around the edges of the room, all middle-aged tourists,
waiting for Leslie and Lorraine to start serving lunches. They were
famous, even in our time, for their steak-and-kidney puddings. Four
old men perch in front of the bar, as they always did, booted legs
gnarled around their high stools. On the floor an old collie
sleeps, yapping commands to the sheep that now obey him only in his
dreams. I don't pay much attention to him, a dog is simply a dog to
me, until he wakes, stretches with a low groan and hobbles forward
to sniff my ankles.

‘What's that,
Sam?’ asks one of the men at the bar. ‘It isn't often you stir
yourself these days.’ He takes a pair of spectacles from his tweed
pocket and peers at me for several seconds. Then he removes them
and begins to chuckle, like an old petrol lawnmower on the verge of
starting.

‘He remembers
you,’ he manages eventually, through the wheezing bursts. ‘Old Sam
remembers you.’ Another pull of the throttle. ‘Question is, do you
remember him?’ He turns to his neighbour. ‘That's the girl I told
you about. A good fifteen years ago it must have been. Old Sam
found her on the railway with - ’ He mouths something and it sets
the second man giggling into his tankard. The first looks back at
me. ‘Well?’ It is somewhere between a question and a statement.

I look down at
the dog again and then I do recognise it, only it was a puppy then,
leaping up at us with muddy paws and a lolling tongue. The old man
has seen that I remember and is waiting for my reaction. Brazen,
dignified, sensitive? Before I have to decide, Leslie comes up from
the cellar. ‘What can I get you, madam?’

‘A small bottle
of brandy to take home, please.’ The men exchange significant nods.
‘A bitter lemon and whatever these gentlemen would like. And
yourself.’ I wonder whether I ought to buy drinks for the tourists
as well but they are studying their beer mats with disapproval.
Leslie serves our drinks and goes in search of the brandy.

‘Very generous
of you, miss,’ says Sam's owner. ‘Here.’ He removes a newspaper
parcel from an adjacent stool and brushes it with his sleeve. I sit
down.

‘Come on then,’
says one of the others, his eyes moistly glinting. ‘Tell us what
you've been up to.’

I give them a
summary of my life in London, but they're not really interested,
and the conversation turns back to old village gossip. The old men
grow raucous, as the tourists crimp their mouths tight, so that
only Leslie notices the opening door.

‘Arabella!’ We
snap upright at the warning. I clutch the red leather cushion of my
stool.

She sees me and
gives a polite little screech, swooping across the carpet. I try to
drop myself down from the stool, but don't quite manage it, so that
she pinions me against the bar, our chests squashing together.

‘Helen!’ she
chides. ‘Helen, you know that was always my stool.’

I do, except
that it was more often the bar itself. I can see her now, perched
up there, her plump legs crossed, the perfect little music-hall
star. And then she would sing, belting out the most risqué numbers
- goodness knows where she learned them - to the utter, writhing
delight of these same old men, or middle-aged men, as they were
then.

‘Be my guest.’
I sweep aside a couple of bar-towels with a ring-master's
flourish.

‘Oh no, I don't
do that any more. Far too respectable. And too fat.’ It is true,
she has put on weight, but she knows that it suits her. She was
never slim and now she is like a well stuffed satin armchair,
glossy and comfortable. ‘It was fun, though, wasn't it?’

‘It was, yes.’
I don't mind, now I come to think of it, sharing these memories,
even with her. Nothing momentous ever happened at the Seven Stars,
except the beginning of that thing with Darius. And even that was
only humiliating, never got close to being tragic.

We had come
here most evenings, those of us who weren't on duty, and sat around
the table in the corner, nursing the half-pints of shandy which
were all we could afford, talking and laughing, always laughing. It
was usually after ten o'clock when Arabella, at the faintest of
hints, would take her station and the rest of us would gather
around her. At first we were indulgent, later amused, finally
cramped with mirth. Sometimes Darius would join her, intoning the
worst of the double-entendres with an expression of great solemnity
which would give way, in a moment so quick that you could never be
sure you had really seen it, to a satyric and comic leer. Tess and
Geoffrey, thinking of their parents, felt they ought to disapprove,
but they could never keep it up for long and would end the evening
giggling as much as the rest of us, wrapping their arms so close
around each other that they could scarcely walk home. I suppose
that the village thought we were drunk, but we had no need to be.
It was enough to be young, and away from home and on the brink of
falling in love. Or at least into bed.

‘It's so
brilliant to see you.’ Arabella's eyes - can they really be quite
black? - pick up glints reflected from the shaded wall lights. Her
smile is contagious. ‘I mean, I knew you were in Prior's Sutton -
Geoff told me - but I never thought I'd bump into you quite so
quickly.’

Geoff? Geoff?
No one had ever called Geoffrey Geoff, just as Tess was never
Teresa, except once, when one of her brothers telephoned and I
insisted that he had the wrong number, unable to imagine who it was
he wanted.

Arabella, with
her odd intermittent intuition, sees what I am thinking.

‘Poor Tess.
It's still the unforgivable sin so far as she's concerned. Well,
it's a rather sheltered life, at home with all those children.’

‘You work then,
do you?’

‘I've got a
little job, yes. Three days a week at a gallery in Sudbury. Well,
picture-framer's. Not very high-powered, I know, but I meet some
fascinating people. After all, I never quite got to university, did
I?’

She gives a
dimpled smile loaded with innuendo. I stare at her. I don't know
what I expected: explanation, contrition, bravado? Certainly not
this. It occurs to me for the very first time that perhaps she
didn't know.

‘Helen?’

Out of the
corner of my eye I catch the men's curiosity.

‘Sorry, Bella.’
I can't believe I am using her pet name again. ‘It was just when
you mentioned picture framing. I've got a couple of prints back in
London that I should have collected.’

‘Oh dear.’ Her
broad forehead creases with concern. ‘Is there someone who could
call in for you? I know we never charge a storage fee but I don't
know about a London shop. Do you want me to telephone for you? It
wouldn't take a minute. Sometimes it's easier, you know, to speak
to someone in the trade.’

‘No, no, I'll
sort it out, thanks. I'd better be going, actually.’

‘Oh, and me.
Can't stand about nattering in the pub like a couple of fishwives,
can we? Is that right? What is a fishwife, anyway? Apart from
someone who's married to a fish, I mean. But you will call in,
won't you, for a proper chat? Or maybe I'll come to see you. Where
is it you're at? Geoff said something about a gamekeeper's cottage
but Dearly Beloved says there's no such place. Oh Les, I just
popped in to see if you could sell me a couple of glasses of plonk.
Well, the plonkiest thing you've got, anyway. I'm doing this sort
of venison casserole and I don't want to use anything precious. You
know what he's like with his vintages. Was he a wine buff in the
old days, do you know, Helen? Helen?’

I slip outside,
carefully resetting the broken latch.




Geoffrey opens
the door. I hear his tread on the tiled hall and in the seconds
before I see him, I realize that I don't really remember him at
all, just an old stereotype of a homespun Northerner. Turning to
check for a vegetable patch, I miss the door's opening.

‘Helen?’

I begin to turn
back, but he has caught me under my arms and is swinging me in the
air like a little girl. His hair is still the same sandy colour
with hardly a sprinkling of grey. It is thinning on top, but not
many people look down upon Geoffrey. He puts me down and smiles,
that broad, laughing smile, like the one in the laundry cupboard. I
don't know how I could forget it.




I hadn't been at Saint
Jude's more than a couple of days, and it was my first long
afternoon shift. Geoffrey was the only other volunteer on duty. As
the lowest forms of medical life, we were expected to make the beds
and, since many of the residents were incontinent, there were a lot
of beds to make.

‘We must stop
meeting like this,’ said Geoffrey, the third time that we met in
the linen cupboard, collecting sheets and those useless polythene
pads. I smiled fleetingly at the cliché, anxious to rush back and
perfect my hospital corners. The fourth time, not wanting to seem
too dull, I tried to think of something light to say first.

‘People will
start talking.’ It was rather feeble, but no worse than his
attempt.

Geoffrey
wheeled around from the shelf where he had been counting
pillowcases. It was like Grandmother's Footsteps, when you
never know quite when the wolf will pounce.

‘Let's give
them something to talk about, then,’ he said, and seized me in his
white-coated arms, trailing tails of cotton sheeting all over the
floor.

It was a lovely
kiss, I remember now, soft and chaste, with his tongue kept
decorously back in his own mouth. I wasn't used to that, not from
the boys at the youth club. There was something so wholesome and
reassuring about Geoffrey; it was appropriate that he should kiss
me in the linen cupboard, when the pleasure was so like that of
sliding, after a warm bath, between fresh and faintly scented
sheets. I nestled closer against him and felt the familiar prod
from beneath the fourth button of his white coat. He jerked himself
away sharply at that and held me at arm's length, like a snake one
has just discovered to be poisonous.

‘You are
lovely, Helen.’ He kissed the end of my nose. ‘There's a picture of
a saint somewhere, exactly like you. Tess would know which it
is.’

Even there,
even as he held me, his face glowed warm as he spoke her name. I
broke away but he didn't notice. Already he had forgotten me,
adjusting the crotch of his corduroy trousers as if he had merely
been to the lavatory. I collected my sheets and returned, the halo
just about intact.




With nothing to adjust
this time, he shepherds me through to the kitchen. It is tidier
than when I saw it last, although some of the cupboard doors don't
quite close. Tess and two of the children are sitting at the table
and I realize awkwardly that ‘dinner at seven thirty’ meant just
that, not seven thirty for eight.

‘It's only
casserole, anyway,’ she says. ‘It keeps for hours sometimes when
Geoffrey's late.’

‘Not
venison?’

‘Venison? No,
should it be? Just chicken, I'm afraid. I can't say I like the idea
of eating deer, do you? I know they're pests, but all the
same.’

‘Too much
Bambi at a formative age,’ says Geoffrey. ‘You're as bad as
Magda. I expect you'd eat venison, wouldn't you, Cuthbert?’

‘Cuthbert would
eat anything,’ says Tess. ‘And does. Just look at him, Helen.’

I am actually
trying rather hard not to. Despite his genes, I have built up a
picture of Cuthbert, entirely from his name, as being a rather
smudgy, dark little boy. In fact he is already taller than Tess
with a broad chest and the beginnings of downy stubble on his wide
jaw. His hair is cut short, in a conventional schoolboy's style,
but his minty blue eyes glance down my body and back, cool and
insolent, to meet mine.

‘He's only just
fifteen,’ says Tess, reaching over to pat him on the head. It seems
a curiously tentative gesture.

‘Fifteen and
two months,’ he says, shaking off her touch. He looks at me again,
his long loose mouth stretching lazily into a smile.

I am horrified
to find myself attracted to him. What is worse, he knows it, and is
basking in my discomfort. Tess and Geoffrey look on indulgently.
The little girl, who has more intuition, stiffens and turns her
great grey eyes towards me.

‘I don't
eat any animals,’ she says firmly.

‘We know,
Magda,’ says Tess. ‘I've done a special casserole for you with
kidney beans. There's plenty more if anybody would prefer. ’
She looks hesitating towards me.

‘Chicken's
fine.’

‘If you're
sure. I'm not very in touch, I'm afraid. It's free-range, though, I
don't know whether that's - ’

‘It's perfect.
Honestly.’ Something is the matter. She keeps looking nervously at
Geoffrey, as though she half expects him to disappear, and it makes
me want to shake her. It's odd, when I think how sure of him she
used to be.

 


‘Did Geoffrey kiss you
yesterday?’

We were sitting
on the wall outside Saint Jude's, kicking our heels against the
stone and waiting for the others to be ready for the pub.

‘What?’

‘Oh come on,
I'm not talking Serbo-Croat. It's quite a simple question. I don't
mind, you know.’

‘Don't you? Why
not?’

‘Ha, caught
you. I knew he had. It's just something he does. Sort of
exuberance, I think. I don't suppose he'll do it again. I mean, I
think it's once each. Bella's already had hers.’

‘Sounds like an
injection. Canine distemper.’

‘Well, Geoffrey
is a bit like a puppy sometimes, don't you think?’

‘Mmm. Did he
tell you, then?’

‘No. I don't
want to be rude, but - I think he's probably forgotten all about
it. I don't mean completely, just didn't think it worth mentioning.
That sounds terrible, doesn't it?’

I shook my
head. ‘These puppies. Can't hold much in their heads at once. So
how did you know, then?’

‘Oh, you just
seemed a bit awkward with us both. You won't be any more, will
you?’

‘No,’ I
promised, and then we saw him running towards us, leaping so much
like a young Labrador that we both collapsed into giggles, leaning
on one another. We wouldn't tell him what was so funny, even when
he threatened to tell Leslie that I wouldn't be eighteen until
nearly September. He wouldn't have dared. September was so far
away.

 


‘Er, should I be
saying grace?’ asks Geoffrey, laying down his knife and fork at
Tess's quick look.

‘Hey, we don't
usually,’ protests Cuthbert.

‘Well we ought
to,’ says his mother. ‘We always did when you were little. It's all
this coming and going, people eating at different times, we've got
out of the habit. It's a good opportunity to start again, at a
family meal with guests, like this.’

‘It's not
really a family meal,’ says Magda. She is eight, and mercilessly
literal. ‘Three of the family are in bed. And there's only one
guest.’

‘Are you really
ultra-religious then, Helen?’ asks Cuthbert. There is a tiny pause
before he says my name.

‘No, but - I
think it's a good thing to do. In recognition of our good
fortune.’

‘But that's not
what it is, is it? It's not about good fortune. It's about God. Do
you believe in God, Helen?’ Magda is examining me, her fierce
little face tightly clenched.

They are all
looking at me now. There is nothing to tell but the truth.

‘I try not to
think about it any more.’

‘Why?’ asks
Magda,

‘Maybe she's
really sinful,’ says Cuthbert, with a long look through his lowered
eyelashes.

‘Nonsense,’
says Tess. ‘Now, if you don't all want cold chicken. In the name of
the Father - ’




The evening
improves after that, at least until right at the end when I put my
foot in it again, quite unexpectedly this time. I manage not to
look at Cuthbert and he seems to lose interest, talking of football
until we are comfortably bored. Magda takes over then, giving me a
horrifying lecture on the sufferings of battery hens. Her parents
try, every few minutes, to change the subject, but she turns her
delicately boned face to them and says, with perfect
disingenuousness:

‘But I thought
the one you're eating was free-range? It shouldn't put anyone off,
then, should it?’

At last
Geoffrey talks of his work - he's a G.P. now. Four years ago the
old village doctor retired, and Geoffrey bought the practice.

‘Because it's
like home to us, really,’ says Tess. In the soft light, with her
hair loose and her eyes shining, she looks eighteen again. ‘I mean,
I know Kent's my birthplace, and Lancashire's Geoffrey's - ’

‘Aye, lass,’ he
agrees, in the accent which he's almost managed to lose and now
uses just for comic effect.

‘ - but here
it's special. You must think so too, Helen, to come back, even just
for the summer. Don't you? I mean, despite what happened. Wasn't
there something here that you've never had again?’

She means the
Church, of course, but Cuthbert catches my sudden look of panic. He
opens his lips almost imperceptibly and lets the tip of his tongue
appear. I look, anywhere, upward and see the tiny vests drying on
the ceiling rack.

‘I forgot to
ask the baby's name.’

‘Oh.’ Even
Cuthbert looks embarrassed.

‘They can't
decide,’ explains Magda, exasperated. ‘And they've only got a few
more days. It's the law. He's got to be registered.’

‘Exactly,’ says
Geoffrey. He is obviously continuing a previous argument. ‘And John
Fisher and Thomas More both have their feast on the day he was
born. Exemplary English saints, normal English names. I can't see
what's wrong with one of those.’

‘I don't want
him to have a perfectly normal name.’

‘No, Mum. Make
him suffer, like me.’ Cuthbert smiles at me, a simple everyday
smile that makes my chest ache. ‘There are a couple of weirdos for
that day as well. Acacius and Paulinus. Which d'ye think?’

Tess reaches
across the table with her napkin and swishes it about his ears.
‘Stupid boy. I don't want him to have a weird name, either.’ She is
laughing, but it looks from my angle as if her eyes are wet. Maybe
it's just the light. ‘I want him to have a special name, to show
that he's special to someone. That babies are special to someone.’
The last sentence is very low, almost under her breath.

I say something
vague and the conversation moves on. But I'm disappointed not to
see the baby and not to have a name for him. I'd sort of counted on
the name, just as a back-up for the brandy.





 


 Chapter 4



I tell myself
today that I am consumed in my work, my thoughts running down
columns of figures with no spaces between them. But when the knock
comes on the front door, the possibilities run into my head as
though they've been queued up waiting. At first I think it's him,
the way I thought, through those first two terms, that every knock
on my Oxford door was him. But the knock is too loud, too
confident. He was always more discreet than that. It might be Tess,
come to tell me off for fancying her son or for turning up late for
the chicken casserole. I did apologise for that, but I didn't
explain. The distance from the table to the door isn't long enough
for the possibility that it might be Steve.

It isn't any of
them, but a delivery man, hot in his peaked cap, holding out a
clipboard and a small package.

‘Not exactly
famous in the village, are you love?’

‘I'm only here
for a few weeks. You had the name of the house, though, didn't
you?’

‘No one's heard
of that either.’

I look at the
address, in Janet's looped handwriting. The Columbines.

‘Oh, I remember
now. Monica changed the name when she inherited it. Look, there's a
sign under this clematis somewhere.’

‘Very nice, I'm
sure. Perhaps you could ask this Monica not to keep it such a
secret next time. Unless she likes being responsible for an
outbreak of heat exhaustion.’

‘I've got a can
of Coke,’ I say hopefully. I don't want to start messing about with
teapots.

‘Coke's great.
Brill.’ He drives away cheerily, taking the bend with one-handed
abandon, a cloud of dust flying from his offside wheel.

The package
contains three floppy disks, labelled by the Home Office as this
month's figures, and a folded note. An update on Janet's diet, I
assume, and fetch a packet of chocolate digestives to fortify me
while I read it. In the kitchen I notice that I'm getting low on
groceries. Will I have to brave the Fiesta again or can I manage
with my rucksack and the village shop? But there are neither
bunnies nor hedgehogs at the top of the paper, and the writing is
upright and angular.




Dear Helen,

As Janet so
rationally observes, there is really no need to enclose a covering
note with these - you are hardly likely to mistake them for a food
parcel or packaged selection of metropolitan air pollution. But
then I would have no excuse to write to you. And that is something
I find myself unusually eager to do.

With very best
wishes,


Rob



All this time
I've wondered about him, and all he really wants is a pen-friend.
The note cheers me up, though, reminds me that I have a life back
in London that contains neither geriatric gossips nor jail-bait. I
prop it on the mantelpiece, supported by the biscuits, and go back
to work with renewed zeal.




Another knock
at the door. I am practically a party animal. This time I expect it
to be a delivery man, or possibly someone trying to sell me
kindling. I have already had three of these, none of whom were
deterred by the baking heat of the sun. But it is Cuthbert, and his
bicycle. He is wearing shorts and a white vest, his heavy golden
limbs damp and shining. I try to concentrate on the bicycle.

‘Is that what
they call a mountain bike?’ I know perfectly well that it isn't,
but am trying to sound as doddery and decrepit as possible.

‘Racer.’ He
leans it against the cottage wall. ‘Can I come in?’

‘Shouldn't you
be at school?’

He stares at
me. ‘It's Sunday.’

‘Is it? I get a
bit out of touch down here. Church, then. I'm sure your mother
would want you to be at church.’

He smiles, that
long, languid smile that seems to reach right inside me and start
to twist. ‘You've had that from her too, I suppose?’

‘Once or
twice.’




It's funny that I
forgot about Geoffrey kissing me in the linen room because, when I
came to think about it later, it led to a lot of what happened
next. I even wondered whether he and Tess might have planned the
whole thing so that I would be obliged to go to the rosary meeting
with them. They knew that I still felt guilty and that I wouldn't
want it to look as though I was avoiding him.

The staff, all
the staff except one, used the chapel as a short cut from the main
building to the south wing. Only I avoided it, taking the long walk
round instead, along the perimeter of the stone wall. Partly it was
that I didn't want to disturb whoever was inside - I'd never known
anyone who prayed and I imagined a state of mystic contemplation
which my tripping over with half a dozen water jugs would shatter
for eternity. But mainly I was afraid of what I might see in there.
The crucifix outside had been bad enough; what worse horrors had
they saved for the initiated? I didn't even want to think about
it.

Tess invited me
to join them only half an hour before, when I'd already told her
that I had no plans for the evening and that I wasn't in the mood
for the pub. As I said, I hadn't really any choice, but as we
reached the entrance to the chapel I slipped in behind her so that
at least I wouldn't have to go in first.

I think that it
was relief I felt, following Tess up the narrow aisle, one
wheelchair's width, and trying to copy the little bob she made
towards the red lamp by the altar. There was a lump of something,
though, on the floor of my stomach, that might have been
disappointment. It was a pretty room with whitewashed walls and
with pale pine chairs instead of pews. The windows were mainly
clear glass, with only the occasional panel of colour, and the
evening sun shone through them in long dusty shafts on to the bowed
heads of the faithful. Painted statues patrolled the walls, as I
had imagined, but there was nothing sinister about them, unless you
counted their saccharine smiles, and even the Christ above the
altar was decorously robed. There were about twenty of us there:
seven or eight women residents, two men and various staff members.
I recognized the gardener and secretary, two of the nurses and a
kitchen assistant. Towards the front, in an easier posture than the
rest, knelt a slim man with greying dark hair and a worn blue
sweatshirt.

‘That's Father
Tony,’ whispered Tess. ‘He always comes, but only as one of us. He
says the rosary is the people's prayer, that it doesn't need a
priest to lead it.’

I was obviously
supposed to approve, so I nodded, but I noticed later that it was
always Father Tony who began the prayer, and that no one else's
voice ever rose louder than his. Tess led me into one of the back
rows, pointed out an embroidered hassock, ‘or you can sit, it
doesn't matter,’ and passed me a set of rosary beads and a card
listing the meditations. The beads were made of carved wood and
threaded together like a necklace, with a crucifix in the centre. I
remembered a tramp back at home who used to wear one around his
neck as he pushed his shopping trolley up and down the main street.
I looked about the chapel, perplexed. No one seemed to be wearing
it here.

‘Like this,’
whispered Tess, placing a bead between my finger and thumb. It was
like being taught to knit by my mother. ‘Hold that while you say
one Hail Mary. Then move on to the next one. See. It's just a way
of keeping count.’

‘So they're not
supposed to be magic?’

‘Not magic,
no.’ Her voice was severe. ‘But they can be instruments of grace.
The one you've got there was blessed by the Pope.’

‘Actually,’
says Cuthbert, leaning on the cottage porch, ‘There's an evening
Mass at Saint Jude's. Six-thirty. Mum likes that better than the
parish one.’ There is a scarlet rose dangling down from the trellis
and brushing against his hair. He wants me to notice it. ‘If I went
with her tonight, that would be really virtuous of me, wouldn't
it?’ He slides his head up a little, so that the dark leaves tangle
up in his hair, like a laurel wreath.

‘The chapel in
the Home?’

‘Yeah.’ He
doesn't believe that I'm really interested. ‘So, can I come
in?’

‘If you
like.’

‘Great.’ He
straightens himself quickly, with a little bounce, just like Tess
used to in her beloved basketball boots. A thorn scrapes across his
cheek. Slowly the tiny beads of blood appear, one after the other,
darker than the rose. I try to make my voice harsh.

‘I haven't got
any plasters, you know. I'm not accustomed to entertaining
schoolboys.’

‘S'okay.’ He
wipes his cheek with the back of his hand, just another boy with a
dirty face.




Monica's
chintzy sofas, her mother's, I suppose, looked tastefully shabby
yesterday in the low-beamed sitting room. Now they are old and
dowdy, ridiculous beneath his sprawled arms and long, loose thighs.
His cheek is still bleeding, so I give him a sheet of kitchen paper
to soak it up. My cigarettes are lying on the coffee table.

‘Can I have a
fag?’

I ought to
refuse, but I am trembling so hard that I must have one myself. I
gesture towards the packet.

‘One for
you?’

I nod, dart
forward to take it, then back to the safety of the kitchen doorway.
He has already lit his, holds it with confidence. At least I'm not
initiating him into anything yet. He stands, almost hitting his
head on one of the low beams, and comes towards me. He expects to
light my cigarette from his.

‘It isn't the
back of the tennis courts, you know.’ I lean back into the tiny
kitchen and take a box of matches from the stove. ‘I'm not reduced
to economising that far.’

He lights it
then stays in the doorway anyway, looking down at me. A leaning
tower of ash forms on his forgotten cigarette. ‘Helen?’

I take a plate
from the draining board. ‘Here, use this as an ashtray, will you?
Monica would like her carpet back in one piece. And for goodness’
sake go and sit down. I can't get on with anything with you looming
over me like a tame giant.’ I flap the plate at him while the ash
falls, after all, on to the carpet. He retreats.

‘You sound just
like my mother.’

‘I am
just like your mother. There's only six months' difference in our
ages.’ Clobber the message home, girl. Don't give either of us the
excuse to forget it.

‘Yeah, but -
she was dead young when she had me, wasn't she? I mean, most of my
friends' mums are really old, like late forties or something.’

‘Trundled
around in their bath chairs, I suppose. So, what are your plans for
the summer, then, apart from visiting the elderly?’

Cuthbert says
nothing for almost half a minute, tracing, with the tip of his
finger, an old silvered scar on his knee.

‘Magda and I
were in London,’ he starts with a burst. ‘I mean, the whole family
were in London but Dad said we could go off by ourselves if I
looked after Mags. Well, this woman came up to us, said had we ever
thought about being models?’

‘Both of
you?’

‘That's what
she said. Not together, I don't suppose. She was trying to tell us
more about it, but Magda said it was really stupid and ran off, so
I had to go after her.’

‘Did you like
the idea, then?’

‘No.’ He
pauses, looking down, then up at me through those eyelashes. ‘I
didn't think it was utterly obscene, though, the way Mags did. It
wouldn't be - taking your clothes off or anything. Would it?’ He is
looking directly at me now, as if daring me to challenge his
innocence.

‘I don't know
anything about it, I'm afraid. What did your parents say?’

‘We didn't tell
them. Magda was kind of wild about it all, really furious. She gets
like that, sometimes, all white and stiff. We went to the National
Gallery and looked at some pictures. That calmed her down. I didn't
want to start it up all over again, not when everybody had enjoyed
themselves so much. And then the next day Mum went into labour with
the baby, so I forgot all about it. I just wondered. I thought you
might have been a model once.’

‘Me?’ The idea
is so ludicrous it isn't even flattering.

‘Yeah, why not?
You must have been quite nice looking when you were young.’

I laugh,
relieved. Mainly relieved. He's just practising on me, rehearsing
for some teenage girl he fancies, someone he imagines might look
like me when she reaches middle age. And I suppose it must be dull
for him, being the eldest by so far in such a large family. Lots of
children prefer to talk to adults, without there being anything
sinister about it. I remember, at fifteen, feeling like that
myself, and I was an only child, without Cuthbert's incentives to
escape. He'd probably end up changing nappies if he stayed at home
on a Sunday. As for me, I am in danger of turning into that batty
kind of spinster who accuses the curate of interfering with her in
the choir stalls. I begin to wonder whether it was wise to banish
Steve so absolutely.




It was the Sorrowful
Mysteries that evening, the sad old Sunday school stories. Tess was
relieved, afraid that the Solemn or Glorious ones might be a bit
arcane for me. It wasn't at all what I'd expected. I thought that
we would rattle through the words as quickly as possible, clutching
our rosaries for reassurance, like the old Beadsman in the Eve
of Saint Agnes. (We did that one for ‘A’ level.) To meditate at
the same time, as Tess described, seemed an impossible trick, the
mental equivalent of that pointless thing where you pat your head
and rub your stomach at the same time. At least I knew the stories,
though, so I gave it a try.




‘So this Monica, she
owns the cottage, does she?’

‘Yes. Yes, we
work together so it was quite convenient.’

‘That's weird,
isn't it? Her having this place and Mum and Dad and you coming here
when you were young. Did you meet her back in those days? Monica, I
mean?’

‘No, they
didn't have the house then. It was owned by an old lady I remem -
think.’ I can hear my voice trailing off. I've never thought about
it before, but Monica certainly gave the impression that she'd been
here as a child. Perhaps they had a cottage somewhere else in
Suffolk. Or could the old lady have been Monica's grandmother? He
never told me her name.

Cuthbert picks
up on my wandering thoughts and assumes, politely, that I am bored
with him. He stubs the cigarette end neatly in the centre of the
plate and stands up.

‘I'll go now,’
he says simply, and gives another of his heart-stopping grins, so
that I feel a sudden pang and have to force my answering smile to
be vague and aunt-like. ‘You must have loads of work to do.’




Veronica's was the
final picture. ‘Saint Veronica wipes the face of Our Lord.’ I'd
only ever known one Veronica, a plump girl in my Brownie pack, who
never stopped talking about her pony. But apart from that, I
thought I'd done quite well, got the hang of the thing. Given more
practice, I might even manage to finish at the final bead like the
others. I felt rather pleased with myself, although something told
me not to say so to Tess.

The priest came
up to us at the end of the prayers.

‘Tess. Lovely
to see you here again. Geoffrey on duty? And this is - ?’

‘Helen.’ Tess
said it before I could, as though I needed an intercessor.

‘I've seen you
about at Saint Jude's.’

I was certain I
hadn't seen him, not even a glimpse, over a stack of clean
pillowcases. I would have noticed if I had. He didn't look the way
I expected a priest to look, the way, watching his narrow back in
the old blue sweatshirt, I'd expected him to look. I thought he
would have a pale, ascetic face, weak, even, as though the nervous
Christ over the altar had shaved off his beard and climbed down to
join us. But Tony had an emperor's jaw and nose, just the right
side of fleshiness, a wide mouth and dark unruly hair with a
scattering of grey at each temple. His eyes were the oddest,
though, dark and heavy-lidded with clusters of crow's feet in the
corners and occasional sparks of tiger gold as he spoke.

‘You're not a
Catholic?’

I shook my
head.

‘My mother's a
convert. I know what it's like.’

‘Know what
what's like?’ I muttered after he had gone, bundled off by a posse
of adoring residents. ‘You can't extrapolate from a negative like
that. There's no genuine equivalence, not even in the opening
premises.’ I quite fancied myself as a philosopher, the logical
sort, who could deconstruct seven statements before breakfast and
still have room for the muesli.

‘Oh Helen,’
said Tess indulgently. ‘We're very lucky having such a young
priest, you know.’

‘Why, how old
is he?’

‘Mid-thirties,
I think.’

Knowing nothing
of priests, I couldn't see how that could make him young. Even at
thirty-four he would be twice as old as me. I gave Tess a pitying
grimace, but she had caught sight of Geoffrey at the door, and was
blind to everything else.




When Cuthbert has
gone, cycling back up the hill as effortlessly as he freewheeled
down, I find the sheet of paper towel with which he blotted his
cheek. It has fallen from the arm of the sofa and lies on the
carpet, a white square with four red dots across the middle, like
the Morse symbol for the letter H. I carry it, by one corner, into
the kitchen and drop it into the pedal bin. To be quite sure, I
dampen a tea bag and throw it in on top. I am no Veronica, saint or
otherwise.





 


 Chapter 5



The house feels
different now that someone else has been here. I find myself
wandering about when I'm supposed to be busy, straightening
cushions and investigating the kitchen cupboards. I thought I'd
been doing so well, treating the place as though it were nothing
special, a neutral backdrop to my work. Now I am becoming curious,
almost proprietorial. I spend ten minutes crouched down in the
hall, in front of the dark oak dresser with its cloudy mirrored
panels. However long I stare at it, at the carved leaves and the
lion's head handles, I still can't be sure whether it's the same
one. At last, disgusted at myself, I leave the breakfast things
unwashed and carry the laptop into the overgrown garden. I won't be
able to see the screen properly in the bright sunlight, but at
least I won't be distracted by furniture.




Two things changed
after the rosary: I got to know the patients better and I withdrew
a little from Tess. She said almost nothing to me that evening as
we walked back up to our corridor but as we parted outside my door
she bent down with a quick, birdlike bow and kissed my cheek.

‘God bless you,
Helen,’ she whispered, then turned quickly and clattered downstairs
to meet Geoffrey and the priest.

She didn't say
anything after that, not even to hint that I might come again, but
I sensed, in the calm way she looked at me, that she was seeing
something no one had before. It made me cross and uneasy. After
all, it was only a few days since I'd escaped from the petty
restrictions of school. It would be ludicrous to get religious at
this stage, to limit my freedom before I had even started to enjoy
it. Arabella agreed with me.

‘The Little
Flower got you to say the rosary then, did she? She tried it with
me when I first got here, but I'm wise to all that stuff. One
advantage of being brought up a Catholic; it's like a vaccination,
stops you getting a serious dose in later life.’

‘Yes, Tess
mentioned that you. . .’

‘Lapsed, did
she say? That's their word for it. Oh yes, I'm quite a fallen
woman. Actually, no one in our family is exactly devout. We go to
Mass for weddings and funerals, that's about it. I went to a
Catholic primary school, but the RC Comp in our area's a bit grim,
so I switched to the opposition. That's why Tess doesn't understand
me. If I'd been a convent girl gone to the bad she'd know what to
do. They have acres of special prayers for them. But someone like
me, who just thinks the whole thing’s a great bore, well, they're a
bit stuck for a line of attack. I'm quite into Eastern mysticism,
really. You know, that Indian god who goes about having sex with
everyone. That's more my kind of religion. What about you?’

‘ I don't know
much about any of it. I'm more interested in politics, really.’

‘Oh yeah, me
too. We formed this branch of the Anti-Nazi League at our school,
had a brilliant gig. The NF tried to get in and it all turned into
a fantastic punch-up. Blood everywhere. I nearly got arrested. This
dead good-looking pig tried to manhandle me, had his filthy paws
all over my tits. Have you been to Greenham Common?’

Dolly was the
first to recognize me the next morning. I knew who she was, of
course, had seen her wonderful hair across the dining room and when
the occupational therapist came to help them with their
needlepoint. But she was so popular among the staff that I hadn't
yet been the first to answer her bell.

She had her
door wide open that morning, as she always did, and was sitting in
a high-backed green armchair sewing. I was carrying a pile of clean
towels for the bathroom next door.

‘Helen?’ Her
voice was melodious and surprisingly loud, a memory of the actress
she had once been. ‘It is Helen, isn't it? Have you got a moment,
dear?’

Her room was
fresher than any of the others, with the windows already open and a
faint scent of lily of the valley in the air. Her bed was narrow,
jammed up against the wall to leave room for the rest of her
furniture, a thicket of tiny tables and cabinets, each French
polished and dusted to perfection. The cleaners, I thought,
wouldn't do that for anyone else, particularly as every surface was
covered with silver-framed photographs. Dolly caught me looking at
one, a black and white portrait of a young girl, whose long hair
poured down over her back just as Dolly's still did.

‘Yes, that's
me,’ she said. ‘Do you think it's awfully vain of me to keep
them?’

I glanced
around the room and realised, for the first time, that nearly all
of the pictures were of Dolly herself.

‘No, I think
it's fine. I suppose they bring back memories?’

‘They do, my
dear, yes. Nearly all of them good.’ She paused, looking at the
first picture. ‘Such a shame they didn't have colour in those days.
You’d never imagine, would you, that my hair used to be bright
red?’

I could,
though, looking at her pale skin and the coffee-coloured smears
that must once have been freckles. Her eyes flickered towards the
enamelled hairbrush beside her bed. I picked it up and began to
brush her hair, spreading it out like a length of fabric over the
back of her chair. It was completely white, but so fine, even then,
that it fizzed and danced like a child’s beneath the strokes of the
brush.

‘You are good
to me, you girls,’ she murmured, laying the needlepoint aside and
closing her eyes. ‘Now, what was it I wanted to say to you? Oh yes,
the rosary, of course. Tess brought you along, didn't she? You're
not a Catholic?’

‘No.’

‘Not yet. I'll
pray for you, my dear.’

They all said
that, even the ones who hadn't been there, for news, or what passed
as news, travelled quickly among the quiet, devout women, content,
apart from minor grumbles, to prepare themselves for death. A few
were beyond preparation now, their minds gone before them into the
darkness. Others, with bodies bloated by disease or wasted into
skeletal uselessness, had brains of acute but single-bladed
sharpness, burnished on their bedside copies of Newman or Aquinas.
There were only two rebels.

Thelma had been
at Saint Jude's for ten years, raging harder, with a fierce dry
anger, with every anniversary. Though an atheist herself, she had
been a teacher at a Catholic girls’ high school before her illness,
and had come here in the hope that she might distract herself with
the same intellectual companionship. She had found it at first,
with an apparently indomitable retired nun, and the two had been
inseparable, conducting their intricate debates throughout the
monotonous years, the depth and vigour of their learning vivid
against the blandness of their meals and long wheelchair-bound
afternoons. But three years ago Sister Thomas had died, conquered
at last, and Thelma's fury had lost its final outlet. Now, like
balls in a squash court, her anger and disappointment had nowhere
to go, aimed at a God whose existence she would not allow, and they
rebounded on her in venomous self-pity. She was feared among the
nurses for her unpredictable rages, which began with meticulous
analysis, and culminated in obscenity and wild assaults. After one
of these, when the strongest male nurse had been sent in to
restrain her, she would sit, weeping, in the old high-backed chair,
brought from her study at school, surrounded by the desolation of
her wrath: torn up incontinence pads, scattered pills and pages
torn from the books that had mocked her with their inviolate
wisdom.

The Church,
which had once been a worthy opponent, she now despised, as a
refuge for cowards and fools. Tess she considered to be an idiot,
sacrificing her intelligence to a career in nursing, ‘a licensed
arse-wiper’ and throwing her passion away on Geoffrey, who was
certainly a fool and probably a brute. But her fiercest
condemnation was saved for Father Tony, whom she loathed with an
almost instinctive hatred, the kind some people feel for spiders or
snakes. It was his habit, whenever he was at Saint Jude's, to put
his head around any patient's opened door, to check whether they
needed anything. Thelma always kept her door open; she had a horror
of being locked in, but she was too proud to ask that he leave her
alone. So he treated her like any of the others, leaning around the
edge of the door with a humorous, apologetic expression and his
invariable formula; ‘Only me. Can I - ?’ Everywhere else it was
greeted with a smile, a litany of grumbles or a smuggled piece of
shortbread. But Thelma, tense as soon as she heard his tread, would
lash out with a jet of abuse, like the flinging of acid, quick, low
and single-toned. Her breath hissed in and out through scarcely
moving lips, speaking words of such filth that I hardly knew them
myself. I was in her room once, when he was there, and I thought
she was having a fit or a heart attack. I came over from the wash
basin where I had been rinsing her flannel and stood behind her
chair, helpless, with one hand resting on her shoulder. Father Tony
caught my eye and gave a tiny nod of reassurance, imperceptible
except to Thelma.

‘Don't
think I can't see you, you shit-tongued bastard, making your
fucking grimaces over my head. I'm not some cunt-brained
Alzheimer's corpse waiting to decompose while your candle-buggering
Church shares me with the fucking worms. Just get out, will
you!’

After he had
gone, with a quiet ‘Goodbye Miss Storey’ - he never used the
patients’ first names unless they asked him to - she sat still,
trembling and looking at the floor.

‘I must
apologize, Helen,’ she said at last, still panting slightly. ‘My
behaviour is, I know, completely unacceptable. I - ’ She began to
tremble, the large bulk of her stomach shivering as if with cold.
Tears came to her eyes and she rubbed them harshly with her long,
delicate white hands. ‘I seem to have very little
self-control.’

‘It doesn't
matter,’ I mumbled.

‘It does
matter. Would you mind passing me a tissue, please? Thank you.’ The
opportunity to correct me had given her time to compose herself.
‘It matters very much. Society would be unendurable if everyone
behaved as I have. Unfortunately I imagine that I will do the same
thing again, so my apologies can be of little worth. As his Church
would say, I have not formed any firm intention of amendment. Or,
at least, if I have formed such an intention, I am incapable of
acting upon it. As a philosopher, what is your view of my
situation? Can it, do you think, be said that I have free
will?’

‘I don't know,’
I said miserably. I was embarrassed and compelled by her suffering.
I had once met Tess coming out of Thelma's room, her face set and
pale until the moment she stepped over the threshold, when it had
crumpled into a mass of blubbering crimson. I had followed her to
the staff lavatory, where she had wept in great gagging sobs that
made her choke and almost vomit.

‘Don't, Tess,’
I'd begged. ‘Don't. You know what she's like, she isn't worth it,
you're not what she said, everyone knows. Everyone says what a good
person you are. Please, Tess.’

She had stopped
then, in simple amazement.

‘It's not for
me,’ she said, still somehow serene through the mass of tears and
mucus. ‘It's Thelma. Her soul. And don't say she's not worth it.
Don't say anybody's not worth it. There was only one person who
could have said that, and He didn't.’

I understood,
then. A little, at least. Tess thought that Thelma would go to
Hell. Or, if not Hell, at least to a pretty rigorous bit of
Purgatory. As for me, I thought she was there already, and I didn't
want to watch.

‘You don't
know?’ said Thelma now. ‘You're going to Oxford to read PPE, an
opportunity for which I, as a young girl, would have sacrificed at
least both legs,’ She looked ironically down at her useless limbs,
‘and you don't know. Well, I trust that you've only put your brain
on hold for the summer and not for the rest of your life.’

I managed then,
to stumble through some sort of argument. Jejune and derivative as
it was, it at least gave her something to demolish and kept her
mind, for a few minutes, from her pain and frustration. One of the
nurses once told me that their most peaceful two months were when a
volunteer arrived with the holiday task of learning Greek from
scratch. He ended up with no duties at all, for he was more use in
keeping Thelma occupied than in trundling commodes around for the
others. I spent quite a lot of time with her after that,
disappointing both Tess, who feared for my spiritual development
and Arabella, for whom she was simply a bad-tempered old teacher,
of the kind she was determined to avoid now that she had left
school.

Marcia, the
other misfit, had never been known to rage against anything, not
even the rare disease which had almost paralysed her in her late
forties. She was never quite sure whether she was a Catholic or
not, sometimes declaring devotion to one or other of the various
Saints Marcia, while the next day she might be a Jehovah's Witness,
a Spiritualist or a disciple of Hari Krishna. Unlike Thelma, she
was popular with the staff for her gifts of Turkish Delight and
French cigarettes, her readiness to gossip and the infrequency of
her bowel motions. But I noticed that when Tess or Geoffrey were on
duty, they would leave Marcia's bell until last, hoping that
someone else would answer it. One evening I asked Tess why.

‘Oh dear. I
thought no one would notice.’

‘I don't think
anyone else has. I was just curious.’

‘I know I ought
to treat all the residents the same and not make judgements about
them. It's just, you know, her room, all that perfume and cigarette
smoke.’

‘I thought they
weren't supposed to smoke in their rooms.’

‘They’re not.
Nobody's actually caught her but you can smell it all the same. And
worse.’

‘Worse?’

‘So Darius
says. He was in there the other day and he said he could almost
swear he smelled . . .’ Here Tess lowered her voice,
although we were in her room with the door shut, ‘-
Cannabis.’

‘Wow.’ I had
been longing to try cannabis for years, staying late at boring
parties where I had heard it might be offered, hanging out with
grubby Tech students and even joining the school Dungeons &
Dragons society. None of them had worked. The idea that a
middle-aged patient at a Catholic nursing home might get hold of
the stuff where all my youthful efforts had failed was a perfect
paradigm of the unfairness of life. Tess was looking at me oddly.
‘I mean - that's dreadful.’

‘And then those
awful black nighties and the way she talks about sex all the
time.’

‘Well,’ I said
slowly. The news about Dad and Frieda was just filtering through at
home. ‘I suppose people that age do have sex.’

‘Married ones,
yes,’ said Tess firmly and we left it at that.

A few evenings
later Arabella came into my room.

‘You're not on
night duty tomorrow, are you? No, I thought not. D'ye want to come
to Marcia's with me?’

‘What, go to
her room?’

‘Yeah. Late,
you know, after midnight, when they've all gone to bed.’

‘What for?’

‘Well.’
Arabella wrinkled her nose. She's the only person I've ever known
who could really do that, without flaring her nostrils or squinting
or any of those things that make the rest of us look like
pot-bellied pigs when we try it. Her black eyes danced. ‘To tell
the truth, I don't quite know. But she said she had some exciting
things for us to try and I could bring a friend if I liked. Go on,
Helen.’

‘I don't
know.’

‘Oh, of
course,’ she said huffily, flouncing up from my bed. ‘The Little
Flower wouldn't like it, would she? Or do you have to get
permission from Uncle Geoffrey?’

‘It's not that.
I was just thinking - what if we're caught?’

‘What if we
are? There's no rule about when we can visit residents, is there?
Anyway, the night staff never check up on Marcia unless she rings,
do they?’

‘I suppose not.
Okay then.’ Perhaps I could, after all, try pot before I got to
Oxford. I didn't know whether people used it there any more. It
wasn't the sort of thing that was listed in the prospectus, but I
wanted to have the option. I thought a lot about options in those
days, before I learned how few you can hold in your hand at
once.

Marcia was
disappointed to see me with Arabella.

‘Oh,’ she said
flatly, her voice constricted by the thick pink lipstick. ‘You've
brought little Helen along. I was hoping it might be that big boy.
The black one. I bet he's ready for a little game, eh?’

‘If you mean
Darius,’ I said, ‘I think he's on duty tonight.’

‘Oh that's all
right then. I'll just give the bell a little tinkle if I need him,
shall I? Now then, girls, come along. One on either side of me
here.’

She was sitting
up in bed, her stringy body dressed in a peach silk negligee with
rows of nylon lace. Her face was elaborately made up, with
quantities of kohl around her eyes and she wore a heavy, cloying
perfume. Her bed was wide, so there was just room for Arabella and
I to perch beside her.

‘Good, good.
Nice and cosy.’ She wiggled her narrow bottom and hugged her chest,
so that her breasts rode up against the lace. ‘Lovely. We'll start
with a little pill, shall we, just to get us nice and relaxed?’

Little pills
weren't what I wanted, but I didn't want to offend her. She fished
a small bottle out from under her pillows and held it out to us. I
took one of the white tablets, lifted my hand to my mouth and
pretended to take it, slipping it instead into the pocket of my
skirt. I assumed that Arabella would do the same.

‘Then a little
drinkie. Just reach under the bed, would you, darling? You’ll find
a shoebox with - what a clever girl!’

It was Southern
Comfort, an almost full bottle. Arabella and I grinned at each
other. Long before alcopops, Southern Comfort was the fourteen year
old girls’ drink, the one we pinched when we were out babysitting,
trying to persuade ourselves we liked the taste of alcohol. It was
a joke now, when we were sophisticated enough to drink gin, but
beggars, particularly beggars a hundred miles from their parents'
sideboards, couldn't be choosers. We passed the bottle around,
drinking in turn. I think Arabella drank for the longest, while
Marcia watched her with narrowed eyes.

‘Shall I tell
your fortunes now?’ she asked when the bottle was empty. ‘Shall I
read your hands?’

‘Okay,’ I said
quickly. A gypsy I'd met in Woolworth's once had prophesied a
meteoric career and I had been waiting since then to hear it
confirmed. I held out my palm, slightly sticky from the Southern
Comfort. Marcia held it tightly, so that her long coarse
fingernails grazed the side of my hand.

‘You have known
nothing,’ she said scornfully, gripping my wrist to pull it closer
to the dim light above the bed. ‘No passion, no grief.’

‘My father's
left home,’ I said indignantly. ‘And I've had six and a half
boyfriends.’

‘Wha' wassa
half?’ giggled Arabella. She was hugging a pillow and had
difficulty staying upright.

‘Graham Moore.
It turned out he was going out with me during the week and with
another girl at weekends. But I didn't really like him much anyway,
so I don't suppose it counts as passion or grief.’

‘It will come
soon.’

‘What will?’ I
asked. ‘Passion or grief?’

‘Grashion or
Peef?’ said Arabella. ‘Or the Number Nine Bush. My turn now. I've
had a mush more interesting life than Hen. Hennen. Whatchu
called?’

‘Hun.’ The
Southern Comfort was getting to me too now, as I sat rubbing my
bruised wrist. Marcia was much gentler with Arabella's hand,
stroking it as she mumbled under her breath.

‘Yes,’ she said
dreamily. ‘Yes, you have swum deep in the waters of lust. Your body
is a jungle that welcomes many hunters, plunging deep with their
mighty weapons. ’

‘Not
verramighty,’ said Arabella solemnly. ‘More catapulls than machee
gums.’ She grimaced at me and we both began to giggle.

Marcia slapped
her wrist. ‘Pay attention.’ Arabella tried to pull her hand away
but Marcia was holding it firmly. ‘You've known death. A friend. It
was terribly sudden, wasn't it?’

Arabella's face
paled. She looked as if she might be sick. ‘Richard,’ she said
shortly. ‘His motorbike.’

‘Poor baby,’
crooned Marcia. She placed Arabella's hand over her own breast.
Arabella didn't seem to notice.

‘How did you
know?’ she demanded.

Marcia
moistened her lips with a triangular point of tongue. ‘I've learned
a few things. Would you like to talk to him?’

‘To
Richard?’

‘I don't think
that's a good idea,’ I said. I tried to stand up but my foot was
caught in a fold of the bedspread and I couldn't work out how to
extricate myself.

Marcia turned
to me, her face dark. ‘Shut up!’

I wanted to go,
but I couldn't leave Arabella. She was staring across the room, at
a poster one of the nurses had stuck up for Marcia. It was an
Oriental design, a man and woman intricately entwined and
surrounded by swirling symbols. Her head had fallen on to Marcia's
bony shoulder.

‘Come on,
Bella,’ I said. I think it was the first time I had called her
that.

‘You go,’ she
whispered. ‘I want talk to Ritchie.’ She began to sob. ‘I want talk
to Ritchie. I want talk to Ritchie.’

Marcia shuffled
against the pillows until Arabella's head lay on her lap. ‘There,
darling there. We'll call Ritchie. We'll make him come back.’

Arabella was
still crying, the tears running back past her ears. Two damp
patches grew on the peach silk of Marcia's thighs. She stroked
Arabella's hair, her fingers lunging into its dark curly thickness.
‘Like pubic hair,’ Arabella had said ruefully, the day before, and
I had the unpleasant feeling that Marcia was thinking the same. She
turned to me.

‘You still
here, then?’

‘I'm not going
without Bella.’

‘Like that, is
it?’ Marcia laughed from deep in her throat. ‘You can make yourself
useful, then. Top drawer of my dressing table, you’ll find two
candles and a crystal. Set them up on that tray there.’

I thought of
refusing, but decided that the sooner the charade was over, the
sooner I could get Arabella back. I wondered about pressing the
bell, but it might not be Darius that came. If anyone else found
out, especially about the pills and the Southern Comfort, then we
really would be in trouble.

‘Do you mean
this paperweight thing?’ I balanced it in my palm, trying to
transmit my scepticism across to Arabella. ‘Look, it's got green
baize on the bottom. Not very paranormal, a green baize
bottom.’

Arabella
spluttered, but Marcia was too quick for me.

‘Poor Ritchie,’
she intoned. ‘Poor, poor Ritchie.’

I slammed the
drawer shut, put the crystal and the stubby greyish candles on to
the tray and carried it over to the bed. The tray had already
contained a box of matches, a packet of Polos and a discarded
elastic bandage. I left these in place.

Marcia,
however, had seen my strategy and wasn't falling for any more of
it. She quietly removed the bandage and the mints and slipped them
under the bedspread. Then she laid the tray on a pillow, level with
Arabella's face, took the matches and lit the candles. She reached
behind her and turned out the lamp. I watched Arabella's face in
the flickering candlelight, broken by the crystal into tiny bobbing
flashes, like the sun upon the sea.

‘Look, little
Bella, look,’ chanted Marcia. ‘Look for the face, for Ritchie's
face.’

By squatting
down beside the bed I could see what Arabella did, a piece of her
own skin or hair reflected in each plane of the crystal, a moving
mosaic that could be any face at all.

‘No, Arabella,’
I said fiercely, ‘Don't look. Think.’

It was too
late. I think she must have moved slightly, so that suddenly all
she saw was a single tendril of hair, multiplied to confusion. She
screamed, her face stiff and pallid, then sat up suddenly, knocking
the tray on to the floor.

‘Spiders!
Spiders! His face full of spiders! You bitch!’ She turned on
Marcia, slapping at the darkness with open fingers. There was a
smell of singeing where the candles had fallen on to the carpet.
Marcia was whimpering. I turned on the light, the main one, a long,
harsh fluorescent tube. In the bluish light, Marcia looked old, her
makeup smeared across empty, sagging cheeks. Arabella was crouching
on the bed, on all fours, her eyes wary and dangerous as an animal.
The carpet was burning more strongly now, with a smell of rubber
and oil. I trampled it quickly down, noticing, as I did so, a smoke
detector immediately above me on the ceiling.

‘Has someone
taken the battery out?’

Marcia
shrugged.

‘Well it's
bloody dangerous.’ I wished that was all there was to it. ‘Come on,
Bella.’ I put a hand on her shoulder and patted it vaguely. ‘Come
on, let's get back.’

But Arabella
was rigid, her back tensed into an arch, hissing under her breath,
‘Bitch, bitch. Set the spiders in his eyes, didn't you, bitch? I
can see the Devil, I can see the Devil. ’

‘Get her out,’
begged Marcia. ‘She's possessed. It does that sometimes, if they're
really susceptible. Get the priest. Quick.’

I left the
room, ran along the wing, through the chapel and up to the
volunteers’ corridor. I opened Tess's door without knocking and
shook her awake.

‘Wha’?’

‘It's Arabella.
In Marcia's room. She says she can see the Devil.’

Tess wrapped
herself in her candlewick dressing-gown, pulled on her basketball
boots, grabbed some change from her chest of drawers and set off
running down the corridor. At the end was a pay phone. She dialled
a local number.

‘Father Tony?
It's Tess. Can you come to Marcia's room? An exorcism, I think.
Bye.’

‘What did he
say?’ I panted, trying to keep up with her as we sprinted back
through the chapel. She still had time for a perfunctory
genuflection.

‘That he's
never done one before. But he'll bring the book.’

As it turned
out, he could have left the book at home. By the time that Tess and
I got back to Marcia's room, she was sitting sulkily amidst her
crumpled bedclothes, nursing a second bottle of Southern Comfort,
while Arabella was retching into the washbasin. Tess dealt with
them both, tight-lipped, while I ambushed Darius and persuaded him
to bring us some cleaning stuff.

Father Tony
arrived within ten minutes. He was wearing the same blue sweatshirt
as for the rosary but now it had a long smear of toothpaste across
the chest. His fine dark hair was sticking up at all angles and the
off-white trainers on his feet didn't match.

‘What's it all
about then?’ he yawned. ‘Conjuring demons, were you, Marcia?’

‘No I wasn't.
Let me have a fag, will you? They’re so hard, these girls.’

He took a
cigarette from the dressing table and lit it for her, ignoring
Tess's frown. ‘That one doesn't look very hard at the moment.’
Arabella had stopped being sick and was sitting in the plastic
visitor's chair, trembling violently.

‘No, well -.
They wanted me to tell their fortunes. I didn't force them into
anything. Then that one wanted to get in touch with somebody.’

‘Somebody
dead?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Marcia,’ said
Tess, pausing over the half-scrubbed basin. ‘Marcia, you must
understand. The occult is a dangerous thing. The Devil - ’

Father Tony
silenced her with a raised hand. ‘I don't think we're really
talking about the Devil here, Tess. I'm more worried about these
candles, to be honest. Have you imagined, Marcia, the effect that a
fire would have on this place? It would take a long time to get
everybody out. Now, what I suggest is this. You finish that
cigarette, but make it your last for the night. And tomorrow get
someone to take you outside when you want one. Tess, you call
Darius when she's finished and ask him to put a battery back in the
smoke alarm. Then get yourself off to bed. Darius can sit with
Marcia for a while if he isn't needed elsewhere. But you behave
yourself, Marcia. No more corrupting of gilded youth. Helen,
perhaps you could help me take Arabella back. We'll go the long
way, give her a bit of fresh air.’

I wondered
whether that was the real reason, or whether he thought we might
contaminate the chapel. The air did her good, anyway, and she began
to chatter, with only the occasional sob, as we supported her back
to her room. Father Tony laid her on her bed, took her shoes off
and covered her with a blanket. She closed her eyes and seemed to
sleep immediately.

‘I don't think
I'd better do any more,’ he grinned. ‘You can undress her properly
if you want to, but I expect she'll survive like that.’

‘You think
she's okay?’

‘Oh, she's
fine. Got herself into a bit of a state, though. Was it just drink
or did Marcia give you anything else?’

I fished the
white tablet from the furry depths of my skirt pocket.

‘I don't know
whether she swallowed hers.’

He took it from
my palm, examined it and put it in his pocket. ‘Nothing lethal.
I'll have a word with Matron, see if her dose needs to be reduced.
We don't want them stockpiling these things. You're a friend of
Arabella's, anyway, aren't you? It might be an idea to keep an eye
on her over the next few days.’

‘Why not
Tess?’

He bit his lip
in a curious slow gesture that made him look very young.

‘I don't get
the impression,’ he spoke carefully, ‘that Tess and Arabella are
exactly kindred spirits.’

‘Arabella calls
her the Little Flower.’

He laughed.
‘Does she indeed? Most reprehensible.’

‘What does it
mean?’

‘Oh sorry, I
forgot you weren't - Saint Thérèse of Lisieux. A very heroic saint
in her own way but a bit pious for some tastes. Whereas Teresa of
Avila . . .  But I mustn't keep you up all night
with hagiography. Don't worry about Arabella, now. You get some
sleep. I expect you're on duty early in the morning.’

I wasn't, but I
set my alarm anyway, expecting to take Arabella's early shift. But
she was at breakfast before me, eating her toast and marmalade
hastily, as we all did. It was so hot and humid in the kitchens
that summer, that the loaves of sliced bread developed mould within
hours of being delivered. We checked the patients’ pieces for blue
spots, but put ours into the toaster without looking, in the vague
belief that the heat would sterilise them. It seems unlikely now,
but even Geoffrey did it, after a full year at medical school.
Arabella was surprised when I asked how she was, as though she
didn't remember anything particular about the night before. I
didn't ask again, and we returned to the way we'd been. Or almost.
Perhaps I was just too vigilant, watching her as Father Tony had
asked, but it seemed to me that there was a slightly manic edge to
her vivacity now and I could feel myself straining to hold her
back. She sensed that I saw her differently, and a constraint grew
between us that had not been there before.

She and Tess,
on the other hand, were easier together from that night on. As
Arabella said, ‘Now she's got something to pity me for.’ Little
pamphlets began to appear in the television room, entitled ‘Why
Does God Allow Suffering?’ or ‘The Catholic Idea of Death’.
Arabella treated these as a huge joke, and would leave them on her
bedside table for days, or begin a discussion of their theological
positions just as Tess and Geoffrey were settling down for a
cuddle. Geoffrey wasn't taken in, and became almost brusque with
Arabella but he was such a good-natured boy, and so careful when
Tess was around, that no one really noticed. Only Darius treated
Arabella exactly as before, with that ironic detachment that made
it impossible for any of us to tell whether or not he was
laughing.

We were
relieved when Andrew arrived. He was a school friend, not a close
one, of Arabella's and had been on a camping holiday in Norfolk
with his elder brother. The brother had met a girl, and Andrew,
embarrassed and annoyed, had left and come back south. Remembering
a chance conversation, he called in at Saint Jude's and found
Arabella less formidable than she had been at school. So he pitched
his tent just outside Prior's Sutton and spent most of his free
time with her. He would have liked, I think, to have made friends
with all of us, and gone around as a group, but Arabella was not in
the mood to share. Anyway, we were sometimes glad of a rest from
her feverish euphoria. I did see him alone once, sitting on the
village green reading a paperback while she finished her shift.
Without giving myself time to think about it, I asked him about
Ritchie.

‘Ritchie?’ He
laid the book down, spine upwards, on the bench beside him.
Automatically I picked it up and put a piece of grass in as a
bookmark. It's the only permanent lesson that Mum has ever taught
me. ‘Do you mean Richard Packman? Yeah, he was in our class. Died
in a motorbike accident when he was fifteen. But I never heard of
anyone calling him Ritchie. Why?’

‘Oh, Arabella
mentioned him once. Was he a special friend of hers?’

‘Don't think
so. I can't remember ever seeing them together. Hang on, no. They
can't have been. Arabella only came to the school in the sixth
form. He'd been dead for a year by then. Weird. Did she say they
were friends?’

‘Oh, no.’ I
wished now that I hadn't asked. It only made it sadder, somehow.
‘We were just talking generally. I must have got my wires crossed.
Don't say anything, will you?’

‘Course not.
You know me. Anything for an easy life.’





 


 Chapter 6



Passing the
front window this afternoon, I see Tess coming down the lane with
the pushchair and the two little girls. All the reassuring things I
told myself about Cuthbert evaporate. I come out to meet her in the
hope that I needn't ask them in. But the children look so tired,
toiling through the dry heat, that I am flooded with guilt and
overcompensate, insisting that they come inside and finish up my
milk and chocolate biscuits.

‘I'm sorry, you
were working,’ says Tess at last, looking towards my laptop which,
although I have closed it up, makes impatient little beeping
noises.

‘Oh, take no
notice of that. It hasn't been housetrained yet. Anyway, I wanted
to meet Beth.’ She is slighter than Kate, though not so sinewy as
Magda, and so far has said nothing. Kate's lower lip protrudes
dangerously.

‘And to see
Kate again,’ I add hastily. ‘And the baby.’ He is sleeping, and I
feel cheated again. It's a fortnight since I saw him with his eyes
open and I want to know whether they are still the same, whether he
will still stare at me as though he knew everything and might, if I
look back solemnly enough, let me into the secret.

‘Bead,’ says
Kate.

‘Beads? I'm
sorry, I don't - ’ I remember having them as a child myself, big
chunky wooden ones painted red and black that I strung on a
shoelace and wore around my neck. I've never felt as glamorous
since.

‘No,’ says
Tess. ‘Bede. B, E, D, E. It's the baby's name. Cuthbert chose
it.’

Baby Bede. It
sounds like a cartoon strip. I wonder what Geoffrey thinks.

‘He called
around last week. Cuthbert, I mean.’ I didn't think that I was
going to tell her. Tess looks faintly troubled, grey clouds across
her eyes. ‘He was just passing. On his bike, to go and see a
friend. He thought I might need something from the shop.’

Tess seems
reassured. ‘Good. He is a good boy, isn't he? I'm glad he's the
first to be a teenager, letting us in lightly. I have a feeling
it's going to be a nightmare with Magda. Was there anything?’

‘What?’

‘Anything you
wanted Cuthbert to get from the shop?’

‘Oh no, no,
that was fine. I just gave him a Coke and he went off.’ For a
moment I imagine I'm speaking the truth, then I remember. The Coke
was for the delivery man.

‘Don't let him
take advantage of you.’

I stare at her,
horrified. ‘What do you mean?’

‘He'll eat you
out of house and home if he gets the chance. I bet there was
something you wanted, wasn't there, and he forgot about it?’

‘Honestly,
no.’

‘We've bringed
you some cakes,’ says Beth. She reaches under the pushchair and
holds out a polythene sandwich box. Through the blue plastic I can
see the little sponge buns.

‘Thank you very
much,’ I say formally, not wanting to make a big deal about out of
either the speech or the cakes.

‘And pitcher,’
says Kate, tugging at Tess's bag.

‘I nearly
forgot,’ says Tess. ‘Thank you, sweetheart. Look.’ She takes out a
creased photograph and passes it to me. ‘I found it yesterday.’

It was taken at
the front of Saint Jude's, beside the sign. We stand in height
order, like a set of pan pipes: Geoffrey, Darius, Tess, me and
Arabella.

‘Who took
it?’

‘Andrew. don't
you remember?’

I do now.

‘We keep in
touch with Darius, you know. He's been ordained as a bishop.’

For a moment I
think I have misheard her. Then I am sure of it. Even if everything
I knew about Darius didn't make it completely bizarre, we would
have heard about it in the Department. A black bishop would be our
sort of news.

‘Not in
England,’ says Tess, almost following my thoughts. ‘I'm not sure
we're ready for a black bishop here. He went over to the States to
do his PhD. He was received there and went straight into the
priesthood. Somewhere in Pennsylvania, I think he is now.’

PhD?
Priesthood? All I can think of is his silhouette.

For the fourth
night in succession, Arabella and Andrew had shut themselves away
in her room, the door firmly closed. I don't think they were having
sex; the walls were rather thin, so I think one of us would have
heard, and they never looked rumpled when they came out again.
Whatever it was, we knew better than to interrupt. Geoffrey had
tried once, knocking on the door one evening to ask whether they
would make up a six for volleyball. Arabella, he told us
afterwards, had simply looked at him with a glare so electrifying
that he had simply closed the door in silence. None of the
volunteers were on duty that night, so after supper the rest of us:
Tess, Geoffrey, Darius and I walked down to the Seven Stars.

I can't
remember anything that we said that night, only that it was a rare
and magical time, everyone flirting with everyone else, quite
openly, out of sheer joy in being together. I couldn't imagine that
I would ever have friends like these again: Tess so beautiful and
uncorrupted, a laughing Eve before the Fall, Geoffrey, wise and
funny, and Darius, with his exotic glamour and faint, musky scent
of something dangerous. He was the first black person the rest of
us had known close up, and he played up to the motley circus of
images we carried with us, speaking variously in a Jamaican accent,
a princely drawl and an exaggerated South London drone. In fact, I
think his background was much the same as ours, middle class and
professional, but we deserved to be teased. He wouldn't tell us how
old he was, either. At closing time - it was earlier in those days
- we walked back together through the furry darkness, telling bad
jokes, so bad they were hardly jokes at all. Tess and Geoffrey
crept into her room, so tightly entwined that they had to squeeze
through the door sideways, while Darius and I said goodnight with
mock formality.

I thought that
I would slip straight into bed, curl inside the memories of the
evening and sleep. It didn't turn out quite that way. I changed
into my new nightdress, floor-length, in crisp cotton, and climbed
between the starchy sheets. It should have been cool and virginal,
but I felt as though I were trying to sleep inside a cornflake
packet. I got out again, lay on top of the bed and tried to read,
but the political economy was just words, and Robert Graves’ poems
only reminded me that there was a sultry night outside, a night
that should have been filled with passion and laughter. I put the
textbook back on the shelf and left the poems on my bed, like a
talisman for my return.

At the far end
of the corridor was an iron fire escape., Darius and Bella used to
go out there for a cigarette - Geoffrey, too, occasionally. I never
smoked in those days and neither, of course, did Tess. I think I
knew where I was going, and what I was hoping for, but I didn't let
myself admit it, drifting like a hesitant ghost, concentrating, if
I concentrated on anything, on not tripping over the hem of my
nightdress. I leaned over the railing and breathed in the night.
The staircase faced away from the other buildings, so that I could
only see the ragged tops of the wheat fields, silhouetted against
the lights of the farm beyond. It was still very warm and humid but
there was a slight breeze so high up, that blew the cotton taut
against my body. My nipples were tight and small, like buttonholes
gathered up by the tiny thread of cold. I waited for two or three
minutes, the blood beating in my temples. I told myself stories,
that I had come out for fresh air, that I would go back inside in a
moment, that I was content to sleep alone. Then the door opened,
with its long low creak, and the footsteps came towards me. I
didn't turn around, but began to tremble.

‘You cold,
girl?’

He was standing
behind me. I heard him take out his packet of cigarettes and then
put them back in his trouser pocket. He put his hands on my hips.
It was dark, but my night-dress gleamed white in the glimmerings of
light from around the door. I looked down and saw the dark shapes
of emptiness where his fingers lay.

‘It's - not so
warm now.’ I felt as though the blood were draining from my head.
His fingers spread slightly, tracing nothing but skin beneath the
chaste gown. I gave a little gasp, almost a gulp.

‘No?’ he asked,
relaxing his hold.

‘Yes.’ It came
out much more urgently than I meant. I covered his hands with mine;
they were barely half the size, and pressed them back on to my
thighs.

‘Okay.’ His
voice was calm, still with the undercurrent of laughter that I had
followed all evening. ‘Okay, baby.’ Each hand moved swiftly across
the front of my thigh, joined between them, in a light touch that
made me shudder, and separated again to ease along my body and
close over my aching breasts. I leaned back into him, and we stayed
there for a few seconds, my arms folded over his and his mouth
breathing into my hair. Gently, he released me and turned me
round.

‘You're lovely,
Helen.’

I began to
laugh.

‘What's funny?
You laughing at me, woman?’

‘It's just - ’
We were already whispering but I lowered my voice further.
‘Geoffrey said that, too.’

‘Did he indeed?
And what did young Tess have to say about that?’

‘I don't think
she - ’

‘No, of course
she didn't. She's a nice girl, Tess. Much more beautiful than you.’
He waited for me to stiffen in his arms, then leaned forward and
whispered. ‘But not nearly so fuckable.’

I tried to look
demure.

‘So,’ he said,
pulling me closer as I pretended to resist. ‘So, after Geoffrey had
told you that you were lovely, did he kiss you?’

‘No.’ My
fingers were wrapped around his forearm. It was heavy and cool. I
dug my nails into it, experimentally, like a woman at a
greengrocer's stall.

‘You're lying
to me.’

‘No, I'm
not.’

‘Tell me. I'm
begging you, Helen, tell me. He must have kissed you. How could he
resist?’

I repeated it
like a rote lesson. ‘Geoffrey didn't kiss me after he told me I was
lovely. Brownies’ honour.’

Our mouths were
only inches apart. He understood, just as I relented, and we said
the word together. ‘Before.’ The breath out, the mutual laugh,
turned into the kiss without either of us noticing exactly where it
began.

‘Like that?’ he
asked, a minute or two later.

‘Not in the
slightest.’

‘Like
this?’

The first kiss
had been a friendly, run-of-the-mill sort of snog, the kind that,
in the fading hours of one party or another, I had exchanged with
half the boys in my class. The second was different. He took his
arms away from my body and stepped back slightly, so that only our
mouths were touching. At first he kissed me chastely, so softly
that I could never be quite sure when his lips were against mine
and when they were a moment away. I don't quite know what he did
next, his lips, his tongue, his breath, only it left me so dizzy
that I couldn't stand unsupported and I reached out to him with
flailing hands. He laughed, I could feel the vibrations from his
throat, and stepped back an inch or two further. Enraged, I bit his
lower lip. The flesh was soft beneath my teeth and I could taste
his blood. It was his turn to reach for me then, pulling me tight
against his chest. The mysterious smell of him was thick in my
mouth and nostrils. I struggled to breathe and he relaxed his
grip.

‘I bet you
didn't do that to Geoffrey.’

‘Certainly not.
Geoffrey's a gentleman.’

‘What am I,
then? A houseboy?’

I must have
looked stricken for he laughed again, very tenderly this time, put
his hand under my chin and lifted my face up towards his. He kissed
me, the blood smearing between our lips.

‘Oh Helen,
Helen. Please can I take you to my bed?’

I nodded.

In his room we
were awkward at first, holding hands like thirteen-year-olds.

‘Can I get you
a drink?’

‘No.’

‘A Mars Bar? A
cigarette? Oh no, that's where we started, isn't it?

‘You have one
if you want.’

‘No thanks. I
think I'll wait a little while. ’ He was facing me now, his
hands strong and purposeful over my back and then further down so
that I shivered and tilted my body towards him. I slipped my arms
under his and reached up to his wide muscled shoulders, down the
long chain of his spine until his shirt ended and I could slide my
hands underneath to touch his flesh. His skin was warm and dry,
like the unexpected pleasure of a snake I had once coiled around my
neck. He was undoing the tiny pearl buttons that fastened my
nightdress at the front. He did it expertly, but my breasts were
impatient to be touched, arching forward, my nipples grazing
against the harsh cotton. I buried my face in his chest and let my
fingernails creep under the waistband of his jeans, digging sharply
into the softness beneath. My breasts were free and he was tracing
each, with agonizing slowness, spiralling around my nipples without
ever quite touching them. I tore at his shirt. At last he bent and
took my nipple exquisitely between his teeth. He bit, and I gasped,
clutching convulsively at him, anything of him that I could reach.
I tried to unfasten the buttons of his shirt but my fingers were
trembling too much. He took his mouth from my breast and
smiled.

‘Shall I do
that?’

‘Please.’

Naked, his
chest seemed even broader, fleshy with just a few curled hairs
between his nipples. He teased the nightdress down from my
shoulders and pulled me close. I didn't know which was exciting me
more, the touch of our half-naked bodies or the thought of the two
sets of skin, black and white, swaying and rubbing together. We
were kissing deeply, our tongues entwined and behind the zip of his
jeans was a great hard mound against my bare stomach. My nightdress
was hanging loosely from my hips, urgent for the final unveiling.
His fingers stretched out, it fell and I trembled. I had never
before been naked with a boy - held back by the expected arrival of
a parent or the cold of a darkened car park. I imagined I was ugly,
grotesque. But not to Darius.

‘Oh,’ he
sighed, drawing his mouth reluctantly from mine and holding me at
arm's length to look. ‘Oh, Geoffrey was right after all. I assume
he didn't see the full picture.’

‘Of course
not.’ I giggled, suddenly at my ease. I glanced coyly down then up
to his face, smiling. He smiled back. I took his hand and led him
the few feet to his own bed. I knelt on the candlewick bedspread
and he stood in front of me. My fingers were calm enough now to
unfasten the brass button and the zip of his flies. I ran my hands
around the back of his jeans and eased them down over his buttocks.
He finished taking them off himself, in moments, so that he stood
before me again in only his straining white underpants. I put my
hands on his hips and kissed his smooth stomach and the few hairs
that meandered upwards. I rubbed my cheeks against the bulge, and
it was his turn to gasp.

‘Come on,
baby,’ he whispered, and I pulled the pants down, softly lifting
them over his penis. I took it in my hand as it appeared, wondering
at the softness of the skin and the rigidity beneath. Tentatively,
I touched the tip with my tongue and he shuddered. Suddenly I
wanted him to kiss me again and I reached my arms up to him, like a
child.

His mouth drew
back.

‘Now?’ he
asked.

‘Yes.’ I meant
it, I think. Certainly my body meant it, lost between the thudding
of my heart and the pulse racing between my legs. But when I opened
my eyes to see him bearing down on me, the dark shape monstrous in
his hand, I couldn't keep the whimper back. This is the picture I
see now, silhouetted against his desk lamp, his bent back and his
magnificent, terrifying erection. And now he is a bishop.

He froze
immediately, staring down at me with perplexity and concern.

‘It's not -
your first time?’

I nodded.
‘Sorry. It's okay. I just.  Please go on.’

But it was
already wilting in his hand.

‘No,
sweetheart, no. I wouldn't do that. It ought to be special for you.
Not just - ’

‘A one-night
stand?’ I spoke bitterly, trying to keep the tears back, but they
came anyway.

‘I don't think
it could be much more, do you? I imagined that you - ’

‘Were the kind
of slag who does this all the time?’

‘No!’ His eyes
flashed with a glimmering of anger. ‘I really like you, Helen. I
thought you liked me too. It would have been quite simple. Very
enjoyable and very simple. But I don't do that virgin slaying
stuff. I'm not that type.’

‘Please.’ I was
crying with humiliation, but even more with sheer, aching desire. I
was cold, as well. He looked at me and his tenderness returned.

‘I won't make
love to you, Helen, but I'll make you feel all right. Slip under
the covers now, girl. I'll be with you. There. Now let's get you
warmed up again.’

He settled us
both inside the sheets and hugged me. He kissed my cheeks and lips,
gentle now, and almost chaste, while his hands ran softly over my
breasts and hips. I felt his penis move and sway against my thigh,
and I longed to touch it now, but when I reached out he took my
hand away. Gradually his mouth moved down to my breasts, and his
hand between my legs, teasing at first, with tiny butterfly
landings, then strong, his fingers thrusting deep and hard. I came
with sharp panting cries, then burrowed in his arms and wept,
sodden painless tears of relief and exhaustion.




Tess is still talking
about him.

‘He's got his
own television programme, apparently. You know they've got all
those channels. He didn't tell us that himself, too modest, I
suppose, but someone Geoffrey knows went over there and saw it. Oh,
and he writes articles for the Tablet here. Father Fidelis,
he's called now. Or Bishop, I should say. I was so happy when I
heard he'd been received. I thought that meant all of us were in
the Church.’

‘Not quite, I'm
afraid.’

‘You did think
about it though, didn't you? I mean, you were serious.’

‘Yes I was
quite serious. At the time.’

‘And was it
just, that thing happening, that put you off the idea?’

‘No, not
really. I was still having instruction in my first year at Oxford.’
I hate this, long to tell her to be quiet. But from her point of
view they are quite reasonable questions. From her point of view
they are the only questions worth asking. ‘I just decided that it
wasn't right for me.’ That's rubbish, of course, and Tess knows it.
The Catholic Church, at least, the traditional bit of it that Tess
belongs to, doesn't let itself to be right for some people and not
for others. It's either right for everyone, catholic by definition,
or it's a load of dangerous crap. The trouble is, I'm not quite
ready to go that far.

‘Can we
esplore?’ whispers Beth to her mother.

‘I don't know,
darling. It's not our house.’

‘Of course you
can.’ I speak too enthusiastically, trying to compensate. ‘Oh,but I
think the bedroom window’s open.’

‘That's okay.
Kate's quite sensible about that sort of thing now. Anyway, Beth
will keep an eye on her, won't you, love?’

As soon as the
children have gone, clattering upstairs on their hands and knees,
Tess comes back to the crusade.

‘When you say
it wasn't right for you . . . ’ She is hesitant,
tracing her finger around the handle of her empty mug. ‘Do you mean
just the Church, or God altogether?’

This is a
significant concession; Tess used to speak as though the two were
virtually synonymous. She did try ecumenism once; there was a
Baptist nurse who persuaded her to a prayer meeting, but she
couldn't really see the point.

‘God
altogether, I'm afraid. The way I live now - that sort of thing
just isn't relevant.’

‘Darius thought
that too.’

I know. In
fact, I feel that Darius has rather let the side down. After I
sneaked back to my room that night, incidentally meeting Geoffrey
on the way, I didn't think Darius would want to speak to me again.
By any standards the encounter had been a farce, and he hadn't even
obtained the most basic satisfaction. The boys at school used to
drop dark hints about the effects of that sort of thing. But
Darius, right from the next morning’s breakfast, treated the whole
affair as a secret joke between us. He would flash lascivious looks
at me across the table and make pointed jokes about the terrifying
generosity with which the black male had been endowed. There was no
question of repeating that evening, but I was grateful, although I
never had the chance to say so. And later, free of my dreary
virginity, I tried to follow his example. I never managed to be
promiscuous, although I sincerely meant to be, but my lovers,
Barney, Steve and the rest, were as close as I could get to his
matter-of-fact sensuality. Now I feel cheated, not that he led me
in the wrong direction, but that he didn't have the courage to stay
on the path himself.

‘Well,’ I say
rather crossly, ‘perhaps Darius had a lot to repent of. Personally,
I don't exactly live a life of unbridled hedonism. I spend most of
my time working. And it's important, valuable work.’

‘I'm sorry. I
didn't mean to nag at you. The effect of five children, I suppose.
Are you allowed to tell me about it? Your work, I mean. It isn't
secret or anything, is it?’

It is, of
course, but now it sounds ludicrous and histrionic to say so.
Anyway, it's only Tess. I outline the Minister's plan, using almost
exactly his own words.

‘You mean
workhouses?’ she says. That word again. I understand now why it
annoyed the Minister so much. For a moment I regret not having my
own Carpenter.

‘No, Tess.’ I
speak slowly and clearly, as though she were a small child or a
Select Committee. ‘Workhouses replaced the Elizabethan system of
outdoor relief. The equivalent today would be abolishing Income
Support or Family Credit. We're not proposing that at all.’ Not
this year, says a cynical voice at the back of my head. I'm good at
ignoring that voice, though, so I carry on without a pause. ‘At the
moment the homeless aren't entitled to anything at all; they have
to rely on charitable help. This is a step forward, you see, not
back to the nineteenth century.’

Tess doesn't
look impressed. I can see it's going to be a problem, this
workhouse thing. The trouble is that once a word gets into the
public mind, it tends to stay there. Take the community charge. It
wasn't really a poll tax, not in the medieval sense, but it was
doomed as soon as the first placards appeared. We need a new name
for these places, something snappy enough to keep the other one at
bay. Something centres, the Minister suggested, but I don't
know.

‘What if they
don't want to go there?’ There are loud thumps coming from upstairs
but she doesn't seem worried by them. ‘What if they'd rather stay
on the streets?’

‘That isn't an
option.’ I'm beginning to think the Minister was right when he told
me not to talk to anyone about the proposal. It'll sound a lot more
convincing when I've done the figures. ‘There has to be a quid pro
quo with these things. The clients’ - no, we'll never get away with
that - ‘the users of the service will get work, food and shelter.
The other side of that is the benefit to society, the freedom from
harassment for -’

‘Voters?’
suggests Tess.

‘If you like. I
prefer “law-abiding citizens”.’

‘But there's
already new legislation to stop beggars being aggressive. You want
to stop them from being allowed to beg at all?’

‘I think you're
focussing rather too much on the negative, Tess. The point is,
there won't be any need for anyone to beg any more.’ That sounds
silly, even to me. The Minister, with his trace of a Welsh accent,
will sound even more ridiculous pronouncing all those anys. I'll
make some notes on how to avoid it. ‘The Government will - would,
if the proposal was adopted - guarantee a place for everyone who
needs it. Provided, of course, that they abide by the centre's
rules.’

‘Rules? Like no
drugs, no alcohol, no smoking?’

‘We do have a
responsibility to the nation's health, Tess. The Health
Service. ’

‘Oh, bugger the
Health Service,’ she says, quite gratuitously, especially for Tess.
I'm actually rather disappointed in her. She's had the unique
opportunity to preview a Government initiative, could be a
one-woman focus group if she played her cards right, and instead
she's trying to -

But I don't
find out what she's trying to do, because there comes a
particularly loud thump from the ceiling above us, followed by a
scream and a long keening wail. Tess dashes upstairs, taking the
shallow steps three at a time. Bede is still sleeping in his
pushchair.

At first, as I
reach the landing, four or five seconds behind her, I can't see
them at all. The door to my bedroom is open, and the duvet, which I
always leave absolutely smooth, is clumped in the middle of the
bed, but there is no one there. The bathroom, too, has been
ransacked, with sodden towels on the floor and soapy little
footprints in the bath. But now it is deserted. I rush back into
the bedroom, sure, despite all Tess said, that the little girls
have fallen out of the window and that she, mad with guilt and
grief, has jumped after them. Then I remember the second
bedroom.

I've never
really forgotten it, of course. When Monica first mentioned the
cottage and described it, so that I was sure it was the one, that
room was all I thought about. And knowing it was there, knowing I
would have to stand in it and remember, was the worst thing about
coming back. Maybe if the door had been open, I would have done it
straightaway, that first night while I was still disorientated and
numb from the drive. But it wasn't, not even slightly, and I only
need one bedroom, so it was easy to ignore. And gradually, since
then, I've hardly remembered there was another room, learned to
walk across the landing and past the tight cream door without even
imagining what would happen if I turned the handle. Cuthbert used
the loo when he was here, and he tried that door first.

‘No,’ I said,
‘that's the airing cupboard,’ and after that I almost believed it,
that nothing was hidden but a pile of musty blankets, nothing I
would need for the rest of the summer. But now the door is open and
I have to go inside.

I spent less
than two hours in the room before, but at the beginning and the end
I was alone, with nothing to do but stare at the walls and the
floor. From the landing, I can see that the carpet is still the
same, coffee coloured and worn so bare in patches that the
floorboards show through. There is one particular patch near the
door, shaped like a crown. I don't have to look at it for long;
every ragged cord is already filed away. I can feel it all now, in
a tight ball at the base of my throat, the joy, the anticipation
and later on the slow, foreboding knell.

‘Who said they
could go in there!’ I snap, pushing open the door. The ball has
melted into anger and I don't know how to hold it back. ‘Children,
can't they leave anything alone?’

Three pale
faces look up at me from the floor. Tess is rubbing Kate's forehead
while Beth's sobs are subsiding, like the throttle of an old
motorbike. Now, shocked, she stops altogether.

‘You didn't say
they couldn't come here,’ says Tess, rather shakily. She's never
seen me like this. ‘I'm sure they haven't done any harm. Katie just
fell off the bed.’

Kate gives a
long sniff, preliminary to another cry.

‘Shh. No one's
hurt you.’ The emphasis almost falls on the last word. I look about
the room, as if I'm looking for evidence. The wallpaper hasn't been
changed either.

Kate is silent
now but Beth retaliates.

‘Shush you as
well!’ she flashes. ‘We haven't been naughty.’

Tess puts her
hand across Beth's mouth but she kisses the top of her head.

‘I think we'd
better go,’ she says stiffly.

The anger has
gone now, stupidly wasted, like a cache of ammunition, stored for
too long. The powder's damp now, and something’s wrong with the
sights on the gun, so it swivels and hits the wrong targets. I feel
very tired. I sit down on the narrow bed, on the same flowered
quilt, and rub my fingers across my eyes.

‘Tess,’ I
begin. She looks at me for a moment, sympathetically, I think, but
she can't stay now.

‘We'll let
ourselves out,’ she says and I listen to their footsteps down the
stairs, one at a time now, the pause while they collect the
sleeping baby, and the sound of the pushchair wheels across the
gravelled yard.





Chapter 7



 I've been trying to work all night. I couldn't sleep,
so it seemed the sensible thing to do. The trouble is, every time I
find a promising trend, something that really endorses the
proposal, I find Tess's voice getting in the way. It's ridiculous
of course; she can't possibly appreciate the scale of the problem.
I bet that trip to London, the one Cuthbert was telling me about,
was her first for years. Still, I find myself adding caveats all
over the place, question marks in the margin and words like
‘consultation’. It's not just Tess who's hanging over the thing,
it's me as well, the seventeen-year-old Helen who looked as though
she was going to turn into such a nice girl. You wouldn't catch her
snapping at little girls. Or at anyone else, come to that, although
maybe she was never provoked. The only time she might have done,
when she would have been justified, she quietly took the next bus
home. There wasn't much virtue in that.

That's the
problem, really, that the argument I almost had with Tess over the
report has got all twisted up with what happened afterwards. Poor
kids. The best I can do, I guess, is to try to disentangle the two
things so that I can at least get on with my work. Whatever
happens, I suppose this is the end of our briefly resurrected
friendship. I'll write a letter, I think. It's courteous, even if
it doesn't make any difference. I used to be good at being
courteous.

There, that's
done. It wasn't supposed to make me feel better, so I'm trying not
to. The ironic thing is that they've broken the spell for me after
all. I can walk into the small bedroom with composure, remembering
only yesterday, nothing further back. I wish I could tell Tess
that. Actually, once I start writing, I find that there are lots of
things I want to say, not particularly about that, just odds and
ends of observation and loneliness. I think about telling Steve,
but I don't know what he would make of it. We've never written to
one another - in fact I've never seen him pick up a pen except to
sign a credit card voucher. He might worry that I was growing
serious. Instead, I write a quick note to Rob, replying to the one
he sent. Rob won't mind getting only half the story.

I decide to
walk up to the village to post the letters and buy some bread for
lunch. It's a rather cool morning, hazy, with a low mist over the
horizon and the walk will clear my head. Back at the cottage, with
a few mugs of coffee, I should be able to knock these figures into
line. I take a sweater but halfway up the lane the cloud lifts. I
tie the sweater around my waist and stride on in my sleeveless T
shirt and khaki shorts, feeling the sun on my bare shoulders and
through to my chilled and aching bones. The post box is immediately
opposite Tess's house. I forgot that it's Saturday and the only
post goes at eight o'clock. It's a quarter to nine now. If I post
the letter here, it will stay in the box until Monday morning and
won't arrive until Tuesday at the earliest. I look across at the
house. The car isn't in the drive, so maybe Geoffrey does a
Saturday morning surgery. That makes me feel more confident. I'd
rather not see Geoffrey at the moment. I drop Rob’s letter in the
post box and cross the road.

The path seems
longer than before and shaggy tendrils of grass scratch at my
calves. I don't know how the children manage. I would have thought
Geoffrey would own one of those edge trimming gadgets but maybe he
just doesn't have time to use it. I keep my head down, in case
anyone is looking out of the windows. I don't mind their seeing me
but I don't want to have to look back. I lift the flap of the
letter box, slide the envelope through as quietly as possible, and
let it close. I turn.

‘Helen.’

I turn back
again.

Cuthbert looks
as though he has just woken up, hurriedly dressed in the crumpled
clothes of the day before and rubbing at his eyes like a giant
baby.

‘Delivering the
parish magazine, are you? I suppose you've been here long enough to
get roped in. They'll have you in the W.I. if you're not careful.
Or maybe not. You're not exactly dressed for it, are you?’

He is looking
at my legs and the shorts are suddenly not as long as I had thought
in London. Ludicrously, our clothes are almost identical, although
his shorts are denim and his T-shirt, though it might have been
white yesterday morning, certainly isn't now. I wish that I had
dressed like a W.I. lady, whatever that is now. When my mother
briefly joined they wore electric-blue Crimplene, but that was
twenty-five years ago. I try to sound formal, even if I can't look
it.

‘I just came to
leave a note for your mother.’

‘You knew she
was out then?’ His eyes contract slightly in that calculating way
he has.

‘No.’

‘Then why the
note?’ There are one or two seconds of silence while he looks at me
and I look at the empty milk bottles. ‘You've had a row, haven't
you? You and Mum. What about?’

I point at the
envelope at his feet. ‘There's the letter. Perhaps you could give
it to her when she comes back?’

‘It wasn't
about me, was it? The argument?’

‘No, of course
not!’

He points at
me, grinning. ‘Gotcha! There was one, wasn't there? Come on, what
was it all about?’

‘I was a bit
short-tempered with the little ones. Look, I've got to go.’

‘God, I don't
blame you. They can be a right pain. Hey, you're really worried
about it, aren't you? Don't be, please. Come in, have a coffee.
I'll tell you about all the mega-horrible things they've done to me
and how vile I am to them in return. Did they mess about with your
computer? They completely buggered up my GameBoy; it never worked
properly again. Come on, Helen.’

I'm definitely
tempted. The combination of a night without sleep and the heat of
the morning has left me drained. I can imagine nothing better than
to sit down with a mug of coffee and listen to Cuthbert's prattle.
If I close my eyes I needn't even look at him.

‘Is your dad at
home?’

‘No, no-one but
me. They've all gone to Legoland for the day. Even Baby Bede. By
the way, what d'ye think of his new name? Cool, huh? So, are you
coming in?’

I nod.

‘Great stuff.’
He opens the door wider and pulls me in before I can change my
mind. ‘Tell you what,’ he calls over his shoulder, striding through
the kitchen, ‘We'll have it outside and then we can have a fag as
well without the Gestapo finding out. See, there's a little patio
thing here. Okay?’

He picks up a
box marked ‘Cuthbert's Important Lego’ and takes a packet of
cigarettes out of it. I laugh and accept one.

‘There you
are,’ says Cuthbert with the air of a brain surgeon after a tricky
but successful operation. ‘You're feeling better already. Actually,
you'd better make your own coffee. People say that mine tastes like
rancid sump oil.’

‘Go on, I'll
risk it.’ It really is deliciously hot here, sitting on a wooden
bench against the back wall of the house. The nicotine and the
sunshine course through my blood, bringing me back to life. I close
my eyes for a moment.

When I wake up
my cigarette has been stubbed out in a saucer and Cuthbert is
sprawled on the ground in front of me, reading the sports pages of
the newspaper. For a moment I forget who he is, smile, and reach
out a hand to his tousled blond head. He sees me, and a look of
amazement lights up his face. I snatch my hand back.

‘Don't,’ he
says and, with a rustle of paper, is kneeling, his arms clumsily
around me. ‘I love you, Helen.’

‘No. No you
don't, Cuthbert, you can't.’

‘I do.’ He is
very simple and very solemn. ‘I do, and I can.’ He kisses me,
awkwardly, the shape of his lips irregular against mine, tasting of
morning and tobacco and youth. I can feel his heart beating against
my breasts and I want him urgently, more painfully than I have
wanted anyone since that night with Darius. I turn my head with
sudden violence and force myself to freeze in his arms.

‘Get off me
now.’ I hear the coldness in my voice and wonder who can be
speaking.

‘You don't mean
that.’ He is trying to reach my mouth again. An experienced seducer
would be kissing my exposed neck, but this is no time to be charmed
by innocence. ‘I love you so much. Ever since you came for dinner.
I love you, that's all.’ He is stronger than I thought, and has
found my lips again. This time he kisses with more confidence. His
tongue is inside my mouth and one of his knees has pushed between
my thighs. I pull away and slap his face, like a B-movie
actress.

‘Ow!’ He sits
back on his haunches and rubs his cheek. ‘You didn't have to do
that.’

‘I think I
did.’

‘Yeah, maybe.
I'm sorry Helen, I didn't mean it to be like that. But I do love
you.’

‘Please stop
saying that.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it's
almost certainly not true. You've just got - hormones and things.’
We had segregated sex education when I was at school and, not
having any brothers, I was always rather vague about the boys' side
of things. ‘And even if you were, and I was interested, which I'm
not, then we couldn't do anything about it.’

‘Why not? I've
done it before, if that's what you're worried about. I'm not a
virgin.’

‘Have you?’ I
can't use Darius’ excuse, then. Poor Tess would be horrified if she
knew. ‘Who with?’

He grins. ‘Are
you jealous?’

‘Of course
not.’ To my horror, I find that I am. The idea of Cuthbert's heavy
golden body making love to some skinny schoolgirl fills me with
spite.

‘Some girl at a
party. She'd done it loads of times. She laughed at me.’ His face
clouded for a moment. ‘But it wouldn't be like that with you. I
love you. It would be different.’

‘It certainly
would. I could go to prison for it.’

‘Not if I
didn't complain. It isn't as though you're a teacher or anything.
And I'll be sixteen next year, so they couldn't really call you
-’

‘A paedophile?
Thank you very much. No really, thank you. It's very flattering but
it honestly wouldn't do. Even if we restrained ourselves until your
birthday, I'm not the type to have a toy boy and you'd soon get
bored. You’ll - ’ I was going to make the ‘you’ll meet a nice girl
and wonder what you saw in me’ speech but I think I've patronised
him enough. ‘You’ll give that note to your Mum, won't you?’

Next morning,
back at the cottage, I feel happier, even about Cuthbert. With the
whole business out in the open, at least I needn't waste time
trying to persuade myself that there's nothing in it. And now he's
actually declared himself, I expect he'll feel rather stupid. He's
probably already wondering what he could have seen in an old bag
like me. I wouldn't be surprised to see him, next time I go up to
the village, ostentatiously entwined with a fourteen-year-old. He
might even bring her here for tea.

Meanwhile I've
resolved to have less to do with the whole lot of them. It was
lovely meeting Tess again, but the purpose of this summer was to
work, not to get entangled in other people's lives. Tess's
religious views are very endearing and, no doubt, help her to be
the astonishingly virtuous person that she is, but they don't have
any place in my report. I daresay her Jesus had a special affection
for beggars but then he didn't have the resources to set up a
network of Renaissance Centres. Renaissance: yes, I like that. And
after all, he did tell that bloke to pick up his bed and walk. No
bleeding heart nonsense about only walking if he wanted to.

All the same,
I'm still having trouble getting her voice out of my head. I decide
that, instead of trying to shout it down, I'll play devil’s
advocate and let her have her say. I'll rewrite the whole of the
section I've done entirely from a Tess point of view, full of the
rights of the individual to mess their lives up as they choose.
Then, when I've got all that stuff well and truly exorcised, I'll
go back through it again and demolish each point from the
Minister's perspective. It'll be a good intellectual exercise as
well as preparing him for the kinds of objections he'll face in the
committee stage.

There's only
one of them that I'll really miss. It's funny, I didn't feel much
at the time, except fear that I might drop him. Now, though, in my
daydreams as well as at night, I find myself remembering Bede: how
he curled in the crook of my arm, the weight of his fuzzy head and
his long sombre stare. Perhaps venerable is the word for him, after
all. I pick up a cylindrical cushion from the sofa and hold it to
my shoulder while I type. It isn't really any substitute.

Early in the
evening, as I am typing the last sentences of the revised section,
a bulky shadow passes the front window. Geoffrey. I should have
known it wouldn't be that simple. Tess has told him, of course she
has told him, and my letter has only made the whole thing worse.
Maybe he even knows the rest, that as well as snarling at his
daughters and insulting his wife, I've also considered seducing his
elder son and abducting the younger. I run to the door, not wanting
to annoy him any further.

His grim mouth
confirms my suspicions.

‘Is he here?
Have you got him?’

For a moment I
imagine that he means Bede, that my fantasies have grown so
monstrous that he can read them in my face. Worse, perhaps I have
stolen the baby without knowing it. My brave singlehood has
overcome me. I stare at him like an idiot.

‘Cuthbert,’ he
says with irritation. ‘Have you seen Cuthbert this weekend?’

‘Yesterday
morning.’ There is no point in lying. With any luck I won't need to
say much more. ‘I saw him when I dropped off the note for
Tess.’

‘What note?’ He
dismisses himself. ‘Never mind that. When did you last see him?
Where was he?’

‘About eleven,
I think.’ I slept for two hours while Cuthbert watched me. ‘He was
just at home, reading the paper in the garden. Why? Has something
happened?’

‘He's missing.
We got back last night and he was gone. We thought he'd gone to a
party, stayed later than he ought. But this morning he wasn't back
and Tess says half his clothes are gone. We think he must have run
away.’





 


 Chapter 8



Andrew left a
few days later. Casual as always, in his faded army surplus, he
couldn't disguise the puppyish longing in his eyes as he looked at
Arabella. She, on the other hand, didn't try to hide anything. He
was a nice boy, but he belonged to the world of school and home, a
world that she'd thrown away with her final sixth-form report. She
had bigger and more exotic fish to fry. I don't think she can have
heard Darius and me that night; her room was at the other end of
the corridor, but she sensed something, and her hackles rose. She
took to criticising Andrew in front of us, for all those traits in
him that were unlike Darius, and about which he could do nothing;
his height, his pale complexion, his inability to sing two notes
together in tune. We tried to turn the jokes against ourselves but
only exasperated her further. She would sit on the floor of the
television lounge - I never saw her use a chair - and turn her
enormous black eyes upon Darius, keening softly under her breath.
Andrew left early one morning, calling to say goodbye as we were
eating breakfast. He was laden with his tent and rucksack and with
a weight of assumed nonchalance, and we, all of us but Arabella,
felt vaguely guilty at letting him go. Tess suggested that he apply
to stay as a volunteer, but he only mumbled something about being
squeamish at the thought of bedpans, and lumbered away, his camping
stove clanking as he walked. Arabella, who had been ostentatiously
reading Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance throughout
the conversation, neither spoke nor lifted her eyes.

It was that
night that I first heard her footsteps, muffled by her Peruvian
slipper-socks, padding down the corridor towards Darius’ room and
the next morning that I met her coming out again, her skin flushed
with exertion and triumph. Obviously, she hadn't been a virgin, or
at least hadn't admitted to it. She tried, for the first few days,
to stake a public claim to him, to make them into a couple like
Geoffrey and Tess, drawing her arm through his as we walked
together and dropping uxorious little kisses on his head. Darius,
distant and polite, shook her off like a Crufts judge repulsing an
ardent poodle. Arabella changed tack and began to make long
speeches about sexual freedom. But still her eyes never left him
and her knuckles whitened at the suggestion that he might enjoy his
freedom with anyone else.

On the whole I
was glad that Darius was sleeping with Arabella, for it pushed our
own encounter further into the past. I made a joke of it with him,
but I couldn't bear to remember the details of that evening. The
force of my desire frightened me and made him repulsive to me now;
too large, too heavy, too black. But I was lonely as well, feeling
redundant around the two couples and spending more time alone in my
room with the paperback Robert Graves and the weary political
economy. Tess tried to persuade me to join the others, forcing
Geoffrey from her side and inviting me for walks without him. She
even talked him into taking me to the cinema in Sudbury one evening
and we sat through the latest James Bond film in stolid silence,
each immersed in our own thoughts and our own bags of sweetened
popcorn. It was impossible to imagine that he had ever kissed me.
But they were both kind, and it was, I think, this kindness, more
than any evangelical zeal, that led them to put my name forward for
the Primrose Hall trip.

Every summer
since anyone could remember, a party of the fittest and most pious
of the residents had been taken on retreat to a convent some thirty
miles away over the Norfolk border. The nuns themselves could look
after the patients, so only a few Saint Jude's staff went along,
but it was traditional to invite one of the new volunteers. Only
one, according to Tess and Geoffrey, explaining why they weren't
going themselves, though I'm sure they could have persuaded Matron
to bend the rule. They were already favourites of hers, combining
the cardinal virtues of Catholicism, medical ambition and romantic
love, and they only had to express a faint inclination for the
rotas of the whole place to be turned upside-down. But they
recommended me, and since Arabella and Darius had publicly declared
their revulsion at the idea, Matron had little alternative. I think
Tess was surprised at how readily I agreed. I couldn't admit it,
but already I looked back at the rosary evening with an ache that
was almost nostalgia. I took the short cut through the chapel, now,
like everyone else, but sometimes I paused for a moment,
remembering the tranquil faces above their beads and the sudden
violence of the mysteries. I would have liked to have gone again,
just once, but I thought the magic would have gone. Anyway, I knew
what everyone would think, from Dolly to Thelma, and I didn't want
to tell them they were wrong. But the retreat was duty; I made that
clear. I was going only because no one else would.

Only Thelma
suspected.

‘You're
thinking there might be something in it, aren't you? I can always
tell. I suppose it's that idiot Tess. You look at her and think
that maybe if you were a Catholic you'd be as good as she is. It's
not true, you know; she's just like that. Some people have a talent
for virtue just as others have for snooker or watercolours. It's
got no more to do with her religion than with the colour of her
hair. Oh, they'll welcome you all right, but they won't expect you
to be good. That's not why they want you. They want somebody like
you because they imagine that you're an intellectual.’

‘I'm a
what?’

‘I didn't say
you were, I said that they imagine you are. The standards of the
English Catholic Church are not, historically, very high. Look at
G. K. Chesterton. The way they talk, you'd think he was Nietzsche
at the very least. Anyway, it isn't a compliment, just a
description. I'm an intellectual myself, so you see that it
scarcely promises much.’

I've missed
Thelma more over the years. I only knew her for those two months
but I've heard her ever since, that bitter, broken voice. Sometimes
it's been my main companion, apart from work of course. But she
must have been dead for years; no one at Saint Jude's was expected
to live for another five. Lost causes, remember.

‘Have you any
idea where he might have gone?’ Geoffrey asks. ‘Or why?’

‘Why,
perhaps.’

‘Yes?’

‘Look, is Tess
at home? Can I come back and talk to you both together?’

‘I suppose
so.’

In Geoffrey's
car, a lumbering Volvo, we say nothing, as awkward as that evening
at the cinema. The journey is too quick. I wish I could ask him to
drive around the village for a few minutes but I've put it off for
long enough already.

The three
little girls sit along one side of the kitchen table, staring at me
with graded hostility, Magda merciless, Kate merely hesitant. I
look uncertainly between them and Tess, nursing the baby in the
carver chair. She smiles faintly but her eyes are clouded.

‘You three pop
upstairs, will you?’ says Geoffrey. ‘Get yourselves ready for bed.
Magda, you help Kate, okay?’

Beth is
shocked. ‘We don't all go at the same time, Daddy. When the big
hand’s straight up and the little hand’s straight down, then it's
Kate - ’

Geoffrey
glances at the clock. It is a quarter to seven. ‘Just get Kate
ready, then.’ He speaks slightly too precisely. ‘And read her some
stories until I come up.’

Magda looks at
him sharply, her expression too old for her face. The younger ones
follow her without question.

‘Well?’ says
Geoffrey. I think he is beginning to suspect. Perhaps he thinks it
worse than it really is, or at least thinks that I am worse. I
don't give any details, just say that Cuthbert has - what word to
use? - ‘propositioned’?, ‘made a pass’? - I don't even dare use
these pathetic euphemisms - ‘asked me to go out with him.’ Geoffrey
looks askance but he knows what I mean.

‘Of course I
explained that it was impossible.’

‘You rejected
him,’ says Tess. It's the first time that she's spoken.

‘You surely
wouldn't expect me to agree.’ I keep thinking about my hand, before
I had woken enough to control it, reaching out for his beautiful
head.

‘Of course
not,’ says Geoffrey. ‘It's just a shock. His disappearing and then
this. He's the eldest, you see. We hadn't envisaged him - being
concerned with that kind of thing yet.’

I try to look
neutral but Tess is vigilant now, watching the tiny movements of my
face.

‘You know
something, don't you? He's already,’ her voice coarsens, ‘been with
a woman.’

‘A girl.’ The
distinction seems important. ‘At a party. It didn't mean
anything.’

‘Of course it
meant something. Where does she live? Can we go there, phone her
parents?’

I shake my
head. ‘It wasn't that sort of thing, Tess. Even if we knew her
name, which I don't, he won't be there. He isn't in love with
her.’

‘No, I forgot,’
she cries bitterly, so that Bede breaks from her nipple and begins
to wail. ‘He's in love with you, isn't he?’

I am walking
the quiet back roads of the village next morning, ostensibly
looking for Cuthbert or for any clues as to where he has gone. I
know already there is nothing to find. Magda shuffles along in the
dust like a rebellious puppy constrained by the length of her lead.
She agreed to come with me, but only to escape. We can't be
friends; we're not even allies.




‘Have you any idea
where he might have gone?’ I say the words before I realize that
they were Geoffrey's, the chain of interrogation growing weaker
with every link.

She stares at
me through stormy and contemptuous eyes. ‘Of course not. If I knew,
then I'd have gone there and got him, wouldn't I?’

‘It might be a
secret. He might have confided in you.’

‘He might.’ Her
bitter tone is a higher-pitched echo of her mother's. ‘He might,
last month, but he wouldn't now. He's been different lately.’ She
stops still and challenges me. ‘Did he want to have sex with
you?’

‘I -’

‘I know all
about it, you know. Sex. You might as well tell me.’

‘He - he
thought he did.’

‘He either did
or he didn't. Even Cuthbert ought to know one way or the
other.’

‘You're a
vegetarian, aren't you, Magda?’

She grunts an
assent. ‘Wassat got to do with it?’

‘Haven't you
ever seen something in the fridge, a pork pie, maybe, and thought
how nice it would be, just once, to try it? Then you've picked it
up, undone the wrapper a bit, and suddenly realised that it isn't
what you wanted at all?’

‘Is that what
happened then? Cuthbert undid your wrapper a bit and found he
didn't want you?’

‘Not exactly.
This pork pie stuck firmly to the shelf and refused to be
tasted.’

She grins
quickly, then turns it off again, like the Queen with a light
switch. All the same, she is walking a few feet closer to me. I
leap in.

‘What about the
modelling agency?’

‘What?’

‘Cuthbert told
me about the woman who stopped you in London. He said you were
really angry.’

‘It was stupid,
wasn't it? I expect she just wanted to have sex with him as well.
All this model-stuff was just an excuse.’

‘She invited
you as well.’

‘Like I said,
an excuse. Shows what a load of rubbish it was, doesn't it? I mean,
look at me.’

I do, at her
long legs in their baggy boyish shorts, her high cheekbones and
enormous drifting eyes. ‘I don't think it was. you're very - ’

‘Skinny.’

‘Photogenic, I
was going to say. It means - ’

‘I know what it
means. It's the same thing anyway, isn't it? I'm not anorexic, if
that's what you think.’

‘No, I
didn't.’

‘Girls can be,
at my age, you know. Loads are on diets. They all want to look like
me, stupid idiots. But I know all about it. I'm going to be a
doctor, like Dad.’

‘What about
Cuthbert?’

‘Being a
doctor? No chance. He's far too thick. Takes after Mum.’

‘Your mother
isn't thick.’

‘Oh no? She
didn't even finish her nursing exams, did she?’

‘I thought that
was because she had Cuthbert.’

‘Very
convenient. It doesn't matter to her, though, does it? Everyone
likes her anyway. People don't like me so I have to be clever
instead. I wouldn't want to be like her in any case; married with
all us lot to look after. Perhaps Cuthbert ought to get married. Or
be a model, after all. He's not going to be much good at anything
else.’

‘Perhaps that's
what he thought.’

‘Huh?’

‘Perhaps he
decided to take the woman up, go to London and try it out. Did she
give you a card or anything?"

Magda says
nothing for a few moments, scraping the toes of her plimsolls along
the harsh hot road. ‘Yeah. I threw mine away but Cuthbert didn't.
He put it in his jacket pocket.’

‘What
jacket?’

‘His brown
leather one.’

‘Has he taken
it?’

‘How should I
know?’ She is shouting. ‘How should I know; I'm only a child! It's
all your fault, anyway. Cuthbert was ordinary till you came along.
Why don't you go back to stinky London and see if you can find him
there?’

‘I can't.’ We
jerk to a halt. A squirrel is lying in the road, on its back, dead.
I have grown got used to seeing rabbits and pheasants, even the
occasional fox, run over on these roads, their bodies crushed to a
pink gritty pulp, buzzing with flies and torn by magpies. But the
squirrel must have simply misjudged its jump between the
horse-chestnut trees above, for it is still perfect, untouched by
the hot swiftness of butchery and decay. The fur on its stomach is
soft and pale as a newly-made toy; it is incredible that something
living outdoors has kept itself so clean.

‘Don't let a
car get it!’ begs Magda.

‘You know it's
already dead?’

‘Of course. I
told you I'm going to be a doctor. Or maybe a vet.’

She stoops and
begins to slide her palms under the body, but at the first contact
of her fingers with its flesh she starts back. She rubs her hands
frantically on her shorts.

‘It's not the
same.’

‘It's dead.’ I
repeat stupidly.

‘Yes, but it's
not the same. It's not the same.’ She begins to cry. I try to put
an arm around her but she wrenches herself away, shoulders hunched.
I take off the plaid shirt that I was wearing over my vest and wrap
the squirrel in it. I don't know whether I am giving it a shroud or
whether, like Magda, I can't bear to touch it, the stiffening
travesty of its body. I carry it over to the verge and roll it
gently into the ditch.

‘Do you want to
say a prayer?’

She glares at
me again, red threads flecked through her grey irises. ‘Animals
don't have souls. Father Leonard said so. So there's no point in
praying for them when they're dead.’

‘Right. We'd
better get back then.’

I turn quickly
and begin to walk back up the road, allowing her the chance to say
goodbye. After fifty yards or so I turn round. At first I can't see
her at all, and I run back, panic rising in my cheekbones. I can't
face Tess again. But here is Magda, next to the makeshift grave,
lying face down in the long grass. I kneel beside her.

‘Magda? Is it
the squirrel?’

She raises her
face, wet with tears and mucus and lined with bits of stalk and
leaf. ‘Cuthbert. What if Cuthbert?’

‘Don't be
silly.’ She lets me hold her now, wiping her nose and mouth on my
shoulder. ‘Cuthbert's fine, I know he is. If he doesn't come back
tonight, I'll find him for you. It's all right, Magda. I'll do it.
I'll go back to London.’




Geoffrey opens
the door and the hope in his raised eyebrows droops back into
patience. The late afternoon sun tilts through the doorway like a
bad joke.

‘No news,
then?’

‘Nothing. The
police have been.’

‘And?’

‘Not much. A
lot of boys that age run away. They think he'll be back.’

Tess stumbles
downstairs, her misery filling the awkward space between us. She is
wearing the same dirty T-shirt as yesterday and her hair is lank
and greyish.

‘Where's Bede?’
asks Geoffrey.

‘In his crib.’
She sits down on the bottom stair, cradling her loose breasts. ‘I
had to put him down, to finish checking Cubbins’ room.’

‘Any sign of
the card?’

‘No, but his
leather jacket's gone. I don't know if that's good or bad. He loves
that jacket. Has he taken it because he's going forever, and he
can't bear to leave it behind? Or does he want to impress someone
or think he might have to sell it? If he was going to sleep rough,
why didn't he take his big anorak? I'm so tired, I can't think any
more.’ She passes the back of her hand over her dry red eyes. ‘I
can't cry, either, not today. Just this.’ She draws her arms away
from her chest to show the two dull patches, dripping with her
watery milk. ‘I can't seem to tell the difference between them.
Cuthbert and Bede. My body thinks that if it makes enough milk,
then Cubbins will be safe. Useless instincts. And my mind thinks
that if I hadn't had Bede, then I wouldn't have lost the other one.
Perhaps I have to choose. What do you think, Helen? Which one would
you keep?’

‘You don't have
to choose,’ I say, with more authority than I feel. The question
disturbs me. ‘Has Magda remembered any more about the card?’

Geoffrey
answers. ‘She says not. She threw it straight into the next bin. I
can never bloody find one when I'm in London. All she remembers is
that it was white with black type. Sounds like the cheap sort you
can make yourself at the station.’

‘You didn't
tell me that,’ says Tess. As she spoke, she was staring past us, at
the front door, but now she looks straight at Geoffrey, the veins
in her eyes fired up like overloaded wires. ‘So she could have been
anybody, this woman? She didn't need a real agency, didn't even
need the bother of going to a printer. Oh, it's easy, isn't it? Two
minutes spare before the 8:15? Right, I'll run off a few phoney
business cards and use them to abduct a child or two. Good old
Railtrack, providing essential services. No wonder there's still
nowhere to change the baby's nappy.’

‘Surely not,’ I
protest. ‘If there was anything dodgy about it, then she wouldn't
have given Cuthbert a card. I mean, you could have gone to the
police weeks ago.’

‘We didn't know
anything about it, remember. There wasn't a problem - ’

The words
‘until you came along’ drift over us, to obvious to be said.

‘I know. I'm so
sorry, Tess. Look, I'll go down there tomorrow. To London. I
promised Magda that I would. I'll ask around and see what I can
find out.’

‘You don't have
to do that, Helen.’ Geoffrey glances between us. His face is soft
and blurred.

‘I think it
would be best. In the circumstances.’

I've never
thought about that phrase before, ‘getting on someone's nerves’.
Tess's are grinding together like a badly-oiled bicycle and it's
time I got off. We are the sort of old friends, I realise too late,
who ought only to meet again at arm's length, a couple of hours at
most, for me to admire her babies, and she my career, without
getting tangled up in one another's lives.

‘We don't blame
you,’ says Tess flatly. ‘Not - ’

Geoffrey
finishes the sentence for her. ‘Not rationally. It's just that
we've thought about Cuthbert in the old way for so long. It's a
shock, finding out there's another side to him. I suppose we should
have realized, especially with his being so big. I suppose we
didn't want to. We ought to thank you, really, for not encouraging
him. To some women, I imagine, the neurotic, predatory sort, he
might almost be attractive.’




The bus to Primrose
Hall set off late in the evening, and I, sent back to fetch Dolly's
needlepoint, was the last to get on. Almost the last. I wedged
myself into the front seat next to Brenda and Margaret, two of the
care assistants from the village. I didn't know them well, could
scarcely tell one from the other, middle-aged women with grown up
children and invisible, taciturn husbands. They didn't mix much
with the volunteers, watching us with a kindly bemusement. Prior's
Sutton wasn't near enough to London to be commuter territory yet,
and the only cottages to have become second homes were damp,
overpriced and shunned by the natives. For many of the locals, we
volunteers were the first specimens they had seen of the suburban
middle class. We felt as though we were embarking on new lives, but
our parents' bourgeois instincts were bred in the bone. We shopped
at Sainsbury's, although Kwik Save was demonstrably cheaper, we
wore droopy Indian cottons in place of the sharp polyester
houndstooth of the mod revival and we worked long hours for no pay
when we could probably all have got holiday jobs in our local W.H.
Smith. Small wonder that they pitied us. In return we virtually
ignored them, except for Arabella, who flirted with the village
men, and Tess, who noticed nothing except whether or not they were
Catholic, and that by a sort of instinct.

‘Did you try
the new Ariel, then?’ asked Margaret.

Startled, I
shook my head, but she was only continuing a previous
conversation.

‘I did, yes.’
Brenda sounded wary and clinical, like a pathologist in the
courtroom, ‘but only on a boil wash.’

‘You can't call
that a proper test.’

‘You can't,
Margaret, no. Anything does the job on a boil wash.’

They were both
silent for a moment, contemplating the truth.

I stared out of
the window, over the straggling hedges at the haze of cornfields
and wished that I had persuaded Tess to come instead. The others
would have been at the Seven Stars for over an hour now. Arabella
might even, if she was in a good mood, be perched on the bar
singing, and Darius be wondering whether to join in. It was odd; I
hadn't felt homesick since I'd been at Saint Jude's, but now, as
the bus took the flat curving road out of Prior's Sutton, I felt a
pang of regret for the tentative life I'd begun there. Even the
patients seemed sombre; apprehensive, I thought, rather than pious.
I half turned to smile at the three sitting behind us. Miss Flitt
was always silent, pale and polite beneath the tweed hat which she
only took off for her weekly bath. Even then, she had to be
reminded. Dolly, next to her, was already nodding off, her hair,
swept up for the occasion, drooping over Miss Flitt's hat. Joe sat
on her other side, staring down at his ruthlessly polished shoes.
Joe never said anything, at least, not anything I could understand,
but he whistled through his nose whenever a girl came near and
whinnied gently into his tea. But now he made no sound.

‘Is everything
all right, Joe?’

He nodded
mournfully, still staring at his shoes. Brenda nudged me.

‘Don't worry
about him, petal. He's always like this on the way there. Aren't
you, Joe? He worries about George, you see. Thinks he'll be lonely
without him.’

George was a
jovial man in his mid-sixties, paralysed in three limbs after a
road accident. He had the room next door to Joe's and always sat
beside him at meals and in the little conservatory that was the
men's adopted territory. Joe never spoke, even there, but since
George rarely stopped, telling long anecdotes of his days as a
travelling salesman, their friendship was a success. The stories
were bluff and usually blue. George, in those days, had been a
ladies’ man, and he still tried his best, reaching for our waists
with his one mobile hand and inventing plausible reasons for us to
lean across his lap.

Brenda could
tell what I was thinking.

‘Be a bit of a
handful with the nuns, wouldn't it, if George came along? Perhaps
it's just as well we can't fit him in the bus. Not that he'd come,
in any case; least, not for the religion. Can't be doing with any
of that, can George.’

‘But he's lost
his audience for the weekend.’

‘Don't you
believe it, love.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Has the time of his
life, once Joe's not there to keep an eye on him. My Selwyn and his
mates, they wheel old George down to the Seven Stars soon as the
bus's gone. They'll be there now, on their second pints, I
shouldn't wonder, and George chatting up the new barmaid like he's
Warren Beatty in slippers. We don't tell Joe, mind. Might hurt his
feelings. So,’ she spoke louder now, ‘what about your washing,
then? I bet those flimsy Arab things need a hand wash, don't they?
Or can you get away with delicates?’

I had no idea.
Mum had always done the washing at home and Tess had taken over
here, so naturally that I'd hardly thought to thank her. I'd given
her some money towards the big box of powder and once I'd helped
her to hang it out on the fire escape. I wondered whether she did
everyone's washing, even the boys' underpants. I squirmed, and
Brenda looked tactfully away through the window.

‘Eh?’ The sound
was a gentle lowing. ‘Eh, this isn't right.’

We had left the
wide, dusty main road and were grinding along a narrow lane. There
was dense dark greenery on either side and long whipping branches
which screeched along the windows.

‘Sid, Sid,
what's going on? This is never a short cut to Bury.’

‘Pax Christi,
innit?’ said the driver out of the corner of his mouth.

I took it to be
a local oath, but the women seemed quite happy, settling back in
the long seat. It groaned contentedly beneath their bulk.

‘Goes in for
that sort of thing, doesn't he?’ said Brenda.

‘You're telling
me. CAFOD, Nicaragua. He's young though.’

‘He is, he's
young.’

The bus had
reached a small hamlet, only four or five cottages, ostentatiously
pretty and painted variously in pink and yellow. They should have
looked nauseating together but somehow they didn't. Sid stopped
outside the smallest, a low thatched cottage with an untidy garden
and a CND sticker in the window. He sounded his horn. The front
door of the cottage opened and a young man carrying an overnight
bag came out quickly and waved towards the bus. The door opened
wider to reveal a middle-aged man with a long beard and a thin
grey-haired woman. She could have been his sister but was probably
his wife. They were obviously continuing an animated discussion
with the younger man, who was vainly trying to leave, making
increasingly comic gestures towards both us and the couple, to
illustrate his predicament. Finally they let him go and he kissed
the woman on the cheek, shook hands with the man and ran towards
the bus with a curious lopsided gait, hindered by the weight of his
bag. I had no idea who he was. The setting sun shone on his hair as
he ran, turning it a burnished copper. I thought he must be a
student, a former volunteer, tempted back by nostalgia or
piety.

Whoever, he
was, the patients knew him. A little current of animation had
started up as soon as they spotted him and now it throbbed right
through the bus, warm and fierce. Dolly had woken up, saying
something about shoes, and tiny gurgling noises were coming from
the back of Joe's throat. The man unfastened the back doors of the
bus, wincing as the metal shrieked. He called a ragged apology to
Sid, the doors screeched shut and we set off again, back along the
green lanes to the main road north.

Brenda and
Margaret had returned to their conversation.

‘Joan's getting
an automatic.’

‘Never!’

‘True.’

‘But what about
Bill?’

‘Bill’s idea,
according to Nettie. You remember Joan had to go into hospital with
her - ’ Margaret mouthed something and Brenda nodded solemnly.
‘Well, what with his sister and her skin, Bill only ended up
washing his own overalls.’

‘He never
did?’

‘He did. Of
course, when I found out I was horrified. I mean, I'd have done
it.’

‘I'd
have done it.’

‘Cath or Peggy
would have done it. Let's face it, any woman would.’

They rolled
their fleshy shoulders together and I took the chance to wriggle
round and look behind me. The man was about to sit down, had stowed
his overnight bag under Joe's wheelchair and hung his shabby blue
blazer over someone's Zimmer frame. A place had been made for him
on the back seat and Dolly was fretting over it, afraid that he
would be sick, or cramped, or wouldn't have a view; although the
light was fading fast and there was little to see but darkening
fields and the silhouettes of distant grain stores. Her Edwardian
mass of hair was collapsing now, falling in a shower of hairgrips.
Watching her there, like the White Queen, I felt the comb in my own
hair slipping and I reached up to push it back in. Something in the
gesture must have caught his eye, for he paused, one hand against
the roof to steady himself, and looked straight at me. That was
when the world fell away.





 


 Chapter 9



I don't drive
back to London; there isn't any point. I've faced all the ghosts
except one and I don't suppose I'll meet him on the train. I
imagine he's a proper motorist these days, something substantial
with air conditioning and roof bars. Not a rusty pickup, anyway. I
bought the local paper the other day and there was a quote from him
about some children taken into care. He's something high up in
Social Services. At least, I presume it's him; the surname's pretty
unusual, especially for Suffolk. Anyway, it's the sort of job they
go into, isn't it? That or management at Marks & Spencer.




My hair was longer in
those days, down past my shoulders, light and crackling. Left
alone, it would fan out around my head like a dandelion clock.
While on duty I tied it back into a stubby pigtail, a perky little
sister to Tess's ponytail. The rest of the time I scraped one side
back above my ear, holding it in place with a mock tortoiseshell
comb. It was the comb I was wearing that evening. I think Brenda
must have nudged it with her shoulder, for it was definitely
slipping, even before Dolly made me notice it. Such a cheap piece
of plastic, too, picked up on impulse from Chelsea Girl the day
before I left. I've never worn one since that summer, never needed
to. I called in at Dad's old barber the week before I went to
Oxford and had it cut short there, like a boy's. A Number Two, I
think. I've kept it that way ever since.

The world fell
away around us, crumbled like a cake, leaving us, like the plastic
bride and groom, frozen in our crazy postures; my hand above my
ear, his braced against the roof. He was wearing a sweatshirt
again, but a maroon one this time, with a hood and a long frayed
drawstring. I saw his eyes stop at my hair, start, and look
straight into my face. For a moment, a second or two, maybe, I
still didn't recognise him. His eyes were darker than usual in the
dim light of the bus, and his face had lost its professional smile.
There was a deep line down the centre of his forehead and another
along each side of his mouth. If I reached out a finger, I thought
I could wipe them away.




Liverpool Street isn't
as busy as I'd like it. What I crave is the rush-hour, people
pouring like caster sugar out of the escalators; smart, decided,
autonomous. Instead I've got the midday drifters; the students, the
shoppers, and most of all, in the middle of July, the tourists. An
Oriental couple stray towards me, hunchbacked by their heavy
shoulder bags and stunned by the Underground map. I walk away
briskly and then, prodded by guilt, turn around and try to find
them again, marvelling that there can suddenly be so many yellow
anoraks within a single view. Something about my appearance must
have changed. I have never, for the fourteen years I've lived in
London, been the kind of person that tourists approach. They look
at me sometimes, especially old ladies on coach trips, pointing me
out as ‘one of those yuppy girls’ but they wouldn't speak to me,
any more than they would ask for directions from a pillar-box or
one of the Trafalgar Square lions. And I watch them, too, alert for
the signs of humanity behind the jaunty plastic, ticking off the
list of emotions in my mental I-Spy book. Fear, love, jealousy,
hope, they're all there, in a cockeyed visor or a dangling
rucksack. On days when I get the whole set I go home contented,
reassured that I haven't lost the habit of being human. But it
doesn't work like that today. I am haunted by the couple, imagine
them walking long corridors underground, their precious London
holiday swallowed by the Tube. I reach the front of the station and
peer out. There is no sign of them, but a homeless man in the
doorway asks me for spare change. Automatically I dig my right hand
down to where my trench coat pocket should be, and find only humid
air. Damn. I keep a supply of pound coins in that pocket, ready for
this. I've got it off to a fine art now, dropping the coin without
breaking my stride, letting the thanks fly away behind me. I don't
look at the beggars. The game would be too easy if I did. I think
of the trench coat, glimmering pale in my wardrobe, and I shiver
despite the sun. The city is different without its protection,
alien and capricious. I'm on my territory, but I'm afraid.

‘Any change?’
the man says again, and then I remember; I'm not supposed to be
here.




I recognised him then,
of course, when it was too late. It was a shock, but not quite the
shock that it should have been. The idea of him I'd had before and
the man looking at me now, were so different that I could never,
even years afterwards, get the two to coalesce. It was like
remembering the first day at a new school, or a job interview at an
office where you’ll work for years afterwards. That first sliver of
memory always remains stubbornly apart, persists in showing places
from the wrong angle, including people who can't possibly have been
there or wandering into rooms that you never, however long you
look, manage to find again. There was Father Tony, the chaplain,
earnest and predictable, and then there was him, the owner of this
face. It stared at me with such raw nakedness that it seemed a
violation just to look back. I felt as though I had known him
always, that I remembered him from long ago, like a book, once
known by heart, that you find years later fallen down the back of
the shelf. You can open it anywhere; you know what's coming
next.




I take my purse from
my shoulder bag and find I've spent all my change in the buffet. I
have seven pence in coppers and two twenty pound notes. The man
breathes faster. I glance sideways at him. He is probably about my
age, very thin, with prominent cheekbones and a pale face, white
and strange in the jungle of tanned limbs. His arms are folded,
each hand clutching the opposite elbow and he is rocking gently
forwards and backwards. If I gave him the seven pence he would
probably be grateful. He certainly wouldn't be surprised. I watch
my hand moving into the purse and wonder what it will do. It gives
him a twenty pound note. Immediately I am annoyed with myself. I
could have gone back into the station, bought a paperback from the
bookshop and come back with the change. That way I could have given
him a pound coin, as usual, without even looking into his face. I
was afraid to go back, though; afraid that someone might have
followed me, someone who knows that I shouldn't be here. The
Minister meant it when he warned me; I can't pretend I didn't
realise. And this is why he meant it, this stupid encounter, the
way that the report is already blurring in my mind and I can't
decide which of the priority sectors he belongs to. I meant to say
no when Magda asked me. I nearly did. It was only that bloody
squirrel. The man smiles, showing several black teeth.

‘Thanks,
missus. Have a nice day.’




I jerked my head back
and, like a penance, slipped back into the conversation. It was
washing-up liquid now, and that lasted us for the whole of the
journey: the shape of the bottle, the tendency of the cap to become
clogged, the advisability of rubber gloves, the proper treatment of
lead crystal. After a while I gave up the effort to join in, but I
still half-listened. There was something comfortable in the
surrealism of it; the march of plastic bottles into the East
Anglian night. And still, still came Tony's voice, rich and
rounded, just distant enough to keep me from hearing the words. I
felt like a bat, as though my ears were evolving minute by minute,
straining to detect the tiniest rise and fall in its long low
murmur. And in the occasional lull, I could hear it clearly, words
and fragments of words, and I gathered them to me, pushing them
together like a child making a ball of dough, rolling it around
until it was warm and soft and truly mine.




I have to go straight
to the flat as I've given Geoffrey my mobile phone number and I've
just found that the battery's dead. I must have left it on after I
couldn't get a signal at the cottage. It's odd, walking into the
block at lunchtime on a weekday; I suppose I've only done it four
or five times during the eight years that I've lived here, and for
most of those I was too ill to notice what was around me. I usually
leave early in the morning, before half-past six, and get back at
nine or ten at night, along with my peers, the other reticent
thirty-somethings who like the stately dullness of the place.
During the day, different species migrate along the polished
floors; careful old ladies who glide like antique armchairs,
military men and the occasional grandchild, stiff in French linen
and chillingly well-behaved. Then there are the cleaners, Hispanic
and Filipino, who lean on their mops to watch me pass. I used to
think it was envy, that dark stare that followed me to my door, but
now I realize that they are simply grateful to be distracted. Most
of them have gone by now, but outside the flat next to mine a young
woman is polishing the letter-box.

‘Hello.’ I say,
too loudly for the echoing corridor. She smiles shyly.


‘G'mornin'.’

I stop at my
door, fumbling for the keys. The compartments of my bag are usually
ruthlessly disciplined, but they've been churned into chaos this
morning. I try to think of something to say.

‘You wouldn't
have any extra hours, would you?’

‘I sink so,
yes.’ She smiles and redoubles her polishing. At least one of us
isn't surprised.

I suppose I'll
have to go through with it now. I can't very well invite her to
spend her spare time going to the cinema with me.

‘So - could you
do my flat, then? There won't be much. In fact I'm away most of the
time this summer.’ Should I have said that? Suppose she isn't
Joanna's cleaner at all, but a reconnaissance agent for a gang of
burglars? ‘How often do you clean Jo - Miss Metford’s flat?’

‘I call her Jo,
too.’ Ouch. Mum couldn't deal with staff, either, when we had them
in the U.A.E. ‘Just two hours a week. One Monday, one Thursday. If
you want I can do the same for you.’

‘Great.’ I
still don't know what I'm doing. I don't need a cleaning lady; my
life scarcely even rubs the pale surfaces of the flat. But then Jo
doesn't, either, though she brings her boyfriend back every few
nights. Partner, she calls him. And it's comforting, in a way, to
think of someone being here, even for two hours a week, someone
with passions and needs. Although I expect she has to leave those
in the lobby with the parcels.

‘Are you
married?’

She looks
surprised then smiles widely. ‘No. Next summer. He is a student.
When he graduates, we marry.’

‘Very
sensible.’ Among my Oxford contemporaries who are married, nearly
all had weddings within a year of their graduation. Somehow, even
for the cohabiting ones, the impulse seems to wear off after that.
‘So, I'll pay you the same as Jo does, shall I? Oh sorry, I forgot
to say. My name's - ’

‘Ellen,’ she
says triumphantly. ‘No.’ She takes a deep breath, like a child
about to put its head underwater. ‘Helen. Helen Sterne.’ I must be
frowning for she goes on quickly. ‘Sometimes the postman, he puts
the letters in the wrong door?’

‘Yes, of
course.’ That's how I found out Jo's name. ‘And you are?’

‘Maria.’ She
tells me the rest of it, but I can't catch it straightaway and I
don't like to ask her to spell it out. Maria will do, in any
case.

Inside, the
flat has the dreary torpor that comes of being baked too long in
the London sun without even an opened window. There is a fine film
of grey dust over the surfaces and the bath looks gritty. Oh well,
now I can leave that to Maria. I have left the bedroom curtains
closed, long strips of unbleached muslin through which the sun
filters palely on to the bed. I pull off the silly print dress and
stand, undecided, in my bra and knickers. The white linen of the
sheets calls, cool and comforting. I have a headache, have had it,
I think, ever since I woke in Tess's garden on Saturday, a dull,
stupid pain just above the nape of my neck. I take off the rest of
my clothes and burrow underneath the duvet. It is noisy, with
traffic on the street outside, workmen renovating the building
opposite, one of the visiting grandchildren exhibiting on the
piano. But none of it has anything to do with me. I snuggle down
further and the duvet fits around my body, caressing the curves of
my thighs and shoulders. I am thinking of Cuthbert. I am not
thinking about Cuthbert, I am simply reflecting that my sleep
pattern has been out of synch since Friday night and that, after a
rest, everything will be clearer. Then I can start looking for him
properly.

I have
forgotten to charge the battery on the mobile phone. I sit up,
throwing the duvet on to the floor to make myself get out of bed,
and fetch the phone and charger from my rucksack in the sitting
room. I forget that I am naked, and that the curtains elsewhere in
the flat are open. One of the workmen opposite notices me, and
gestures to his mates to come and have a look. It doesn't bother me
today, although I don't hang around for an encore. Back under the
duvet I am light-headed. I stretch, turn on to my stomach, and the
action triggers a sudden thought. I remember lying, just like this,
naked and on my front, under the flowered quilt in the little
bedroom. The same one, I think sleepily, that the little girls
jumped upon. If only Tess had known - I clasp my arms around the
pillow, the way I used to sleep when I was Beth's age. Funny that
it should be the same quilt. Something, some restless corner of my
brain still on overtime, is trying to tell me something, but head
office has closed down now. Funny that it should be the same.




The night, when Sid
crunched to a halt on the gravel and flung open his door, burst in
on us like a slap. Inside the bus, in our warm, over-breathed
mugginess, we had forgotten we would ever have to stop. Misgivings
seeped in with the salty air, blown westward from the North Sea,
and the patients began to shiver. I could hear Tony sighing.

‘Right.’ The
professional briskness snapped back. ‘Out we get then.’

Primrose Hall
is a prissy sort of name and I expected the nuns to be prissy
little women in lavender easy-care habits and smelling of
eau-de-cologne. But the waiting semicircle was stylishly
formidable, like a conference of progressive headmistresses. They
all seemed to be tall, with long tweed skirts and closely cropped
hair in varying proportions of grey. Tony, as soon as he jumped
down on to the gravel, changed again, became younger and less
priestly, the troublesome scholarship boy who had turned out all
right after all. The angles of his face softened and a lock of dark
hair fell across his eyes. They passed him among themselves, each
one touching him; ruffling his hair, patting his back, kissing his
cheek. Jealousy welled through my chest and fingers and I dammed it
back, reminding myself that they were nuns.

Brenda and
Margaret eased themselves out of the bus, flapping the damp creases
of their cotton dresses in the cool air. They stood with Sid, apart
from the nuns, glancing nervously between them and the rear of the
bus. I hovered in the middle, not belonging to either group and
hoping no one would see me in the dark. But Tony did. He reached
out an arm and pulled me towards him, his hand resting on my
shoulder.

‘This is Helen.
She's not a Catholic, so we'd better be on our best behaviour.’

The nuns
murmured politely. At least, I hoped that was all; I couldn't hear
anything over the roaring in my head. His hand was still on my
shoulder and I felt the shape of each separate finger. I thought
there would be scorch marks when he moved away. I wanted to turn my
cheek and kiss his knuckles, wanted it so hard that I clenched my
lips together and held my neck rigid. He must have felt the
tension, for he let his hand drop suddenly and gave a short,
mirthless laugh.


‘Disembarkation, then?’

I was giddy
with the relief of his not touching me. ‘I don't suppose they'll
come out two by two,’ I said, ‘any more than they went in.’

‘Ah,’ he said,
smiling, ‘but that was only the unclean ones. I hope you're not
suggesting that these ladies you so painstakingly bath - ’
Something in his tone, or maybe it was just my hectic imagination,
suggested that it was me he was imagining naked, rather than Dolly
or Miss Flitt - ‘could be described as unclean. The clean animals,
you know, came in seven by seven.’

‘Not through
those doors they didn't.’

‘They didn't
have to go in seven abreast, you silly girl.’

A couple of the
nuns looked down their aquiline noses, but I didn't care. And I
didn't mind being called a silly girl, either. Not by Tony. I
didn't bother much with feminism then. Time enough for that when I
was as old and desiccated as them.

‘I think, don't
you, Sister Imelda, that we'll have to take Helen's religious
education in hand?’

He was speaking
to a nun on the edge of the group, shorter and broader than the
others and indefinably less well-groomed. She gave an exasperated
snort and began to tap her foot on the ground. He turned back to
me.

‘Meanwhile, you
can be the dove, the one Noah sent out to see whether the water had
gone down yet. Have you found a place to rest, or are you still
circling around?’

‘I can see a
couple of spots that look quite promising.’ I smiled at Sister
Imelda, that hundred watt smile I used to have, the one that
started people on this angel-thing. I couldn't help it; the
pressure of happiness inside my mouth was just too much. She wasn't
impressed.

‘Is this where
I come back with the olive branch?’ My cheeks had emptied now and
it was safe to look back at Tony.

‘The second
time, yes.’ On the third, you simply fly away and never come
back.’

‘Oh.’ I was
almost whispering. ‘Oh, I don't think I'll be doing that.’

‘Of course,’
said one of the tall nuns. She spoke very precisely, as though she
had been rehearsing. ‘Of course, you do realise that the entire
premise of your conversation is etymologically flawed. The word
‘disembark’ derives from the Old French desembarquer,
whereas ‘ark’ is a Teutonic word for chest or box, probably derived
from the Latin arca. There is no connection whatever between
the two.’

There was an
awkward silence until a pale vague woman spoke.

‘One does
contain the other, I suppose.’ She seemed to be addressing one of
the further stars. ‘Like a crossword clue. Disemb-ark-ation.’

‘I hate to
interrupt,’ said Sister Imelda fiercely, ‘but I wonder whether it
might be an idea to help the patients off the bus. I realise that
it's trivial, compared to the intricacies of the English language,
but it might be better not to leave them there all night. If
no one has any objections.’

No one
dared.

It turned out
to be a strange evening - night, I suppose, by the time we got them
all inside. The work was the same as before; mundane and faintly
humiliating, and yet each task seemed weighted with a deliberation
it had never had before. It was as though everything I had done at
Saint Jude's was a rehearsal for this, the real thing. In part it
was my clothes that made the difference. No one had told me what to
wear, so I'd left my uniform, the white nylon dress, that clung in
all the wrong places and always felt faintly damp, still hanging on
the back of my door. I was wearing my own things instead, a long,
swirling Indian skirt and tiny broderie anglaise top, out of which
my bra straps flopped over my bare shoulders. And the tortoiseshell
comb, of course. Then there was the convent itself, the carpeted
corridors, panelled in dark wood, down which the wheelchairs crept
with a strange and silent dignity quite unlike their clanking along
the tiles of Saint Jude's. Even the smells were different: beeswax
in place of disinfectant, fresh flowers and something, incense
maybe, that could have been the odour of sanctity. But mostly it
was him. There weren't any male nurses, so he put Joe to bed by
himself, then visited the others, sitting on their beds and
offering toffees for a midnight feast, even when their teeth were
already soaking in Steradent beside the basin. I could feel him
watching me, and his gaze was like a camera, making me taller,
prettier, my hands defter and my voice softened with compassion. I
wasn't a clumsy seventeen year old any more, filling in the dull
weeks of vacation, but a nurse, a nurse as Tess longed to be a
nurse, the very archetype of angelic sacrifice.

I fussed around
for longer that I needed, far into the early hours, for I knew he
was still there, heard the patient padding of his trainers on the
thick wine-coloured carpet. I stayed with Dolly, letting the old
anecdotes course over me as I powdered her great white bulk and
brushed out the lengths of her hair. But finally even she was
sated.

‘Off you go
now, my dear, up to your bed. You're a good girl, listening to an
old woman for so long.’

‘I don't mind,
honestly. I mean, I enjoy them.’

She laughed, a
long rich chuckle, cured by years of tobacco and sex. ‘Well I'm
tired, even if you're not. You're up in the attics, you know, you
young things and it's quite a climb. Chilly, too, from what I've
heard. And don't think they'll let you sleep late in the mornings.
Tough as old boots, these nuns, and they expect you to be the
same.’

I waited on the
top landing, looking out of the big window at the flat spaces of
Norfolk. I counted the seconds. Sixty. A hundred. I should have
been in bed. Dolly had been right about the cold. The velvet carpet
ended at the top of the main stairs and up here the floors were
covered with hard grey tiles. The chill rose up through the soles
of my sandals and my toes grew numb. A hundred and eighty. There
was no view, even in the first grey glimmers of dawn, to justify my
standing here. Two hundred and forty. I thought of the time, only a
fortnight before, when I had gone out on the fire escape and willed
Darius to follow me. But that was different. I had known what I had
wanted that night, directly and urgently, it was the touch that I
had craved and Darius had simply been the one to give it. I didn't
want to imagine being touched by Tony; his hand on my shoulder had
been too much. I only wanted, that night, to be near him, to listen
to him and to watch his haunted face.

‘Hello there,’
I started, hadn't really believed that he would come up. ‘Sorry,
you were miles away. Have I disturbed your thoughts?’

‘No. I was just
- ’

‘Oh, the best
thing to do at this time of night. I often just - ’ He smiled, not
the cheerful pious grin he gave to the patients, but something
rueful, faintly yearning. ‘That reminds me - why did you start
talking about the ark? Was it just the word, like Sister Katherine
said?’

It was hardly
even a question.

‘No. It just
gave me the idea, somehow. The patients, so enormous and sort of
acquiescent, like elephants - no, not elephants - something
older?’

‘Mammoths?
Behemoths?’

‘Are those the
ones in the Bible?’

‘That's right.
I thought of it like that, too. I never thought I'd tell anyone.
And then the darkness, and the fellowship and the fear as we
arrived.’

‘And Sid
getting out first like the poor old raven.’

We both
laughed, standing side by side. There was a tiny smudge of pink in
the corner of the window.

‘Better not
tell Arabella. She'd have us down as psychics.’

Did I feel a
sting, then, a premonition of loss? I don't think so. However many
times I replay the night, that moment passes without a tremor. It
was Tony himself I was tuned to, not the future. I felt, not as
though I could read his thoughts, but as if I were there when they
were made, as though my mind and his were occupying the same space.
Even now, even after everything that happened, I can feel my pulse
slowing as I remember it, my shoulders relaxing and my brain easing
back in its skull. It's hard to believe that it couldn't
last.





 


 Chapter 10



I wake up late;
halfway through the afternoon when the builders are packing up and
the sun is burning lower in the sky, splattered against the dusty
windows. The mobile is ringing in the other room but by the time
I've wrapped a towel around me, it's stopped. Maybe it's as well.
It was probably Geoffrey and I don't want to tell him that I've
been asleep for hours and that it's getting late to start looking
now. I'm annoyed with myself, but I think I must have needed the
rest. My headache's gone and I'm hungry. I dress quickly and run
down the stairs. There's a Pret a Manger on the corner and I'm
thinking about bagels and pastrami, all the stuff that hasn't
reached Prior's Sutton.

‘Miss
Sterne?’

It's Jack,
popping out of his little room in the lobby like a cuckoo from a
clock. I never know how to describe him. He's more than a doorman,
but caretaker isn't nearly grand enough. Concierge is probably the
closest, except that he doesn't like the French. He's a rather
small man, but with a big head and large hands that gesticulate a
lot as he speaks.

‘Miss Sterne,
you've been away for a few weeks, haven't you?’

‘Yes?’ I'm sure
I told him. I can't think of any real reason why, but he likes to
be kept informed. Says it's in case of emergency, the water pipes
freezing, that sort of thing. Unlikely, in July.

‘And you
weren't expecting to be back until September?’

The sod. He
hasn't gone and let my flat out, has he? Surely stuffy old Jack
can't be a crook? I don't know what to say.

‘It's just - ’
He's definitely unsure of himself. Maybe he is on the fiddle after
all. ‘There's been a man looking for you.’

Cuthbert. He's
got my address somehow and come here. Why didn't I think of that
straightaway? I suppose he imagines that things will be different
in the city, that I'll do things here that I wouldn't dare in
Suffolk. I might, too, out of sheer relief.

‘A young man?’
I ask eagerly. ‘Very young? Blond?’

He shakes his
head. Of course not. Jack wouldn't have called Cuthbert a man,
anyway. He'd be a boy until at least twenty-five.

‘Dark hair,’ he
says. ‘Big nose. Looked a bit foreign to me.’

‘Did he sound
foreign?’

He shakes his
head again, reluctantly. ‘Not that voices mean much, these days. I
thought he might be a boyfriend of yours.’

‘I don't think
so.’ Steve's hair is what Mum used to call dirty blond and his
nose, if a bit lumpy, is fairly normal in size. ‘He didn't say what
he wanted?’

‘Just to know
if you were around. I know.’ He clicks his fingers in the air,
disconcertingly close to my face. ‘He reminded me of that chess
player. Not the boy on Blue Peter, the other one. The
Russian.’

Suddenly I'm
not hungry any more.

‘What did he
want?’ I say again, stupidly.

‘Nothing, I
told you. He just wanted to - ’

‘Check that I
wasn't here. Yeah. Look - ’ I glance at his face. It's obvious he's
pretty scared of Carpenter. Nearly as scared as I am. ‘Look, I'm
only back here for a day or so. Personal reasons. A bit of an
emergency. I don't really want - this man - to know that I'm here.
He's a bit of a nuisance, to tell the truth.’

‘You could go
to the police.’ He isn't even convincing himself. ‘If it's one of
those stalkers.’

‘Not really.
I'd just appreciate it if you could - not mention the fact that
I've been back.’

‘I don't know -
’

‘If.’ I've
never done this before. I might offend him so mortally that he
hands me straight over to the Minister.‘ If it's the extra work
involved - ’ I run my fingers over my bag as if checking that it's
properly fastened. He watches me slowly, waits for me to take my
purse out before he shakes his head for the third time.

‘There's no
need for that.’ His voice quavers. I wonder whether it was hard to
resist the temptation or whether he's just thinking of Carpenter.
‘I look after my ladies and gentlemen without anything extra. It's
my job. Provided there's nothing illegal. I couldn't say I'd shield
you from the Law.’

‘Oh no,’ I say
hastily. ‘There's nothing like that.’

‘I thought
not.’ His bright blue eyes, pink rimmed, soften for a moment. ‘I
used to be in the Met myself. I'd hate to think that character was
one of us.’




I don't like
this part of London. I've never liked it, ever since, as a thirteen
year old browsing in Oxford Street, I wandered down here and
couldn't find my way back again. It isn't a question of sex, or
even of Soho as a whole; I haven't spent such a sheltered life that
I can't pick my way between one strip joint and the next. No, it's
just here: the photographic bit, Dean Street, Wardour Street and
their off-shoots. They make me uneasy but I don't know why.

None of the
model agencies believe my story when I hand over Cuthbert's school
photograph and ask whether they've seen him. Most assume that he's
my ex-lover, fallen into the chasm between our ages, and that I'm
scouring London to lure him back. Some are contemptuous. Others,
much worse, are kind. One woman offers me a cup of tea. The others
think that he's my son, pimped around by a frustrated mother while
he gets on with his GCSEs. They glance at his photo but tell me
it's no good. ‘Not another Leo,’ they groan. I think they're
talking astrology until I pass a window full of Titanic
books and I see, suddenly, what they mean. It scares me, makes me
think he'll be more in demand. By the wrong people, that is, for
the wrong reasons.

Finally there
is news, or at least an elimination. It is almost the last place on
my list; a tiny agency in two stark rooms on a fourth floor towards
the end of Dean Street. The proprietress is there by herself, a
spare, middle-aged woman in a crisp black suit. Her face is neutral
as she studies Cuthbert's photograph.

‘No, I'm sorry.
It doesn't mean anything to me. I see so many, I'm afraid. But he
certainly hasn't been here recently.’

On an impulse I
take out the other photograph, the one I'd run back to Geoffrey for
on my way to the station. Somehow I didn't like to show it to any
of the others, not even to hold back the sneers. Cuthbert's
photograph, formal in blazer and tie, is already to some extent
public property. But the second picture shows Magda gazing into
Bede's perspex crib, the day he was born, and it's not for the
hard-faced calculations of the trade.

This time her
expression changes and her eyelids, which flickered constantly at
Cuthbert's photo, are frozen still.

‘Yes,’ she says
slowly. ‘Yes, I remember this one.’ She picks up the first
photograph again. ‘Of course, they were together. Charing Cross
Road. It was the girl I was interested in, you know.’

‘Magda?’

‘Is that it?
Promising name, then, too. Of course, she's far too young at the
moment. Ten, is she, or eleven?’

‘Eight.’

‘My God.’ She
looks at the picture again, shaking her head softly so that her
silver filigree earrings shimmer in the dusty sunlight. ‘Eight.
That really would be a present for the weirdos. Still, I don't
think she'll lose those looks and we could do something spectacular
at, what, fourteen?’ She is speaking to herself but suddenly
recalls me and looks up, giving my face the same scrutiny. ‘You're
not her mother, are you?’

I'm slightly
disappointed it's so obvious. ‘No. A friend of the family. Like I
said, it's the boy we're looking for.’

‘Of course. I'm
sorry I can't help.’

‘You say it was
Magda you were interested in. Do you mean that Cuthbert wouldn't
have made it as a model anyway?’

‘It depends
what you mean by making it. We could give him work, certainly, for
a year or so. He's a nice-looking lad, good body, fashionable sort
of looks, what with - ’

‘DiCaprio, I
know.’

‘Exactly. But
even he could be forgotten by next year. Fickle things, little
girls. And I can't say how long your friend’s looks will last. They
do tend to run to fat, that type, and then they're no use at all,
not even for knitting patterns. If he wanted to take up the
business in a small way, earn a bit of pocket money, then I'd say
fine, but he mustn't think of it as a career. I'm afraid he hasn't
got the extraordinary face of his sister.’

‘So you were
using him as bait, to try and land Magda?’

‘It's a
predatory business, I'm afraid. I try to keep my principles, but I
have to look out for the main chance. If we had the boy on our
books, treated him well, got the parents' respect, that would be
our best hope for pulling the girl in too. If we didn't do it,
someone else would, and I couldn't able to guarantee she'd be
looked after properly. You might want to warn her parents, in case
the question comes up again.’

‘Thank you. I
appreciate your telling me all this.’

She pushes the
photographs back across the desk to me, her gaze lingering on
Magda's. ‘That's okay. I wouldn't want you to think we're all
blood-sucking leeches. I'll certainly keep an eye out for the boy.
Cuthbert, you said? Can I take your number?’

We exchange
cards. Hers isn't the sort you make in those machines, after all,
but thick and creamy, embossed in dark brown, understated and very
expensive. I put it away in my purse and walk out into the hot and
dirty street.




I said goodnight
first, just to prove that I could. I thought for a moment that he
might kiss me, but he didn't. I think he thought it, too. He didn't
leave when I did, but stayed, out of some delicate propriety,
looking out of the window. But as soon as I closed my door I heard
his footsteps going past.

I didn't expect
to sleep, thought that I would lie awake in the narrow bed long
into the bone-chilled morning. But I must have fallen asleep
halfway through the thought, for I woke to eight chiming bells and
a swift rush of joy through my chest and fingers. I stretched
beneath the coarse sheets, and clenched my toes, holding back the
memory of what had made me happy. But then I remembered, and it was
still all right. I got out of bed quickly - it was still cold,
despite the watery sun - scrubbed my face with green Palmolive,
dressed and ran downstairs.

He was already
in the refectory, measuring Joe's All-Bran in a plastic jug. The
room was full and he didn't notice me come in. I watched him for a
few moments, clutching at the underside of one of the long oak
benches. It was smeared with marmalade but I was too dizzy to let
go.

‘Co-ee! Helen!’
It was Brenda, sitting with Margaret at a table next to his. ‘Come
and sit with us, love. Poor thing, you looked so lost over there.
What is it, a bit homesick? Missing Mum? Here, I'll butter you a
bit of toast.’

I ate it
obediently, knowing he'd seen me now, feeling his watching my
profile. I half-wished that he would go back to being the dull
chaplain, that the man I'd seen the night before would turn out to
be an illusion, a case of mistaken identity. But he was just the
same, except for one thing. I could have caught his eye, if it
hadn't been for that.

I stayed there,
with Brenda and Margaret. I couldn't think of anywhere else to go
and, anyway, I liked the clutter of toast crusts, spilled coffee
and cigarette ash. I might not smoke myself, now, if there was
another way of surrounding myself with its detritus. I'm the only
person I know who likes stale tobacco smoke better than fresh. I
sneaked a glance once he had turned away, but Margaret noticed.

‘Father Tony's
saying Mass after breakfast. That's why he's wearing his proper
collar.’

So that was
all. I'd thought it might have been to warn me off, a sort of
spiritual flea-collar, guaranteed to repel women for at least three
months. But he had to wear it, it was his job.

‘I don't have
to go, do I?’

‘Of course you
do.’ Brenda was matter-of-fact. ‘There are all the patients,’ - she
never even tried to remember to call them residents - ‘to be
brought into the chapel, then taken up for Communion and out at the
end. Oh, and the sign of peace. One or two like a hand with that
bit as well.’

‘Talking of
piece,’ said Margaret, ‘you'd better make that bit of toast your
last, Brenda. If he keeps the homily as short as last year you’ll
be eating into the holy hour.’

It was nonsense
to me, but a pleasant, comforting sort of nonsense. I reached for
the last slice of toast, the one that the others were avoiding, and
buttered it generously. Like they said, it was almost the holy
hour.

It was like
loading the bus all over again. I had no idea who was supposed to
go where in the cold stone chapel, although the regulars were quick
to instruct me. Eventually they were all installed and I found
myself a space towards the back, behind a fat pillar. I slumped
gratefully down on the pew, my forehead against the cool wood of
the shelf before me. The Mass had already begun. One of the nuns
read the lessons, her diction ebbing over me like school assembly.
Then we stood up and it was Tony, or rather his disembodied voice,
declaiming the Gospel as though we'd never heard it before. He
sounded like a patriarch. We sat down for the sermon - homily, they
called it - but he was still blocked by the pillar. I was glad that
I couldn't see him, wasn't distracted by the crazy beauty of his
face. I thought I understood, now, that he was only the messenger.
If I cupped my hands over my ears then even his voice could be
somebody else's.

The prayers
were over now, and people were shuffling up to the front for
Communion. I'd seen it on television and one Christmas at home,
when we'd just got back from the Middle East and were still
sentimental about robins and Midnight Mass. I thought I would go up
with the others now, as a kind of promise. I stood in the queue and
watched to see what the others did. A few held out cupped hands;
most opened their mouths for him to put the wafer on their tongues.
I hadn't thought it would be so intimate but it was too late to
change my mind now. Now there was only one before me, a small woman
in a kilt. I could see Tony's face over the top of her bowed head
but he wasn't looking at me. My turn. I opened my mouth, as if for
the dentist and stared straight at the metal dish. His hands picked
up the host, then jerked still. For a moment I thought he was going
to refuse me. Then they continued, like a jammed film coaxed back
into movement.

‘The Body of
Christ.’

I had listened
to each whispered Amen as I waited, had practised it under my
breath.

‘Thank you,’ I
said.

His mouth
twitched, and I followed the kilted woman back down the aisle.
There wasn't any wine, except for Tony. The disc was still harsh in
my mouth, nothing like bread. It reminded me of the packet buns I
used to make as a little girl, each with a ricepaper cartoon on the
top. I always spat out the cartoon when Mum wasn't looking. I
sucked hard but my mouth was dry. No one else seemed to have any
trouble. Maybe they were born with the right enzymes. At last it
stuck on the roof of my mouth, and started to disintegrate. Only
just in time, for we were standing for the final prayer. I moved
aside, so that I could see him clearly. He was blessing us, and I
hurriedly followed the crossing movements between my head and
shoulders, feeling like the new girl at playgroup. He walked back
down the aisle and it was all over. I sat down, passing my tongue
around my mouth to be sure that there wasn't anything left there.
Suddenly I felt a sharp jab between my shoulder blades. I turned
around. It was one of the nuns, the tallest, I thought. Her angular
face was grey and suspicious.

‘I thought you
weren't a Catholic?’

‘No, I'm
not.’

‘Then why did
you take Communion?’

I stared at her
for a moment. For someone with such an irritable face, her forehead
was oddly unlined.

‘You mean -
it's not allowed?’

‘It most
certainly isn't. Even the Anglo-Catholics know better than to try
it on here.’

I had only the
haziest idea what an Anglo-Catholic was but I knew that I had done
something terrible. My eyes burned and I thought I could still feel
the wafer at the back of my throat. There were several of them now,
gathered around me like a herd of cattle, slow and wary. I felt as
though I had been caught shoplifting.

Tony came back
up the aisle, his surplice over his arm.

‘Hello there.
Hey, what's the matter?’

I was crying
properly now, sniffing hard to keep my nose from running. I wished
I had stayed behind the pillar. Everything was simpler there.

‘She's not a
Catholic.’

‘I know.’ He
looked uneasily along the ranks, heavily outnumbered. ‘I told you
that.’

‘Then why did
you give her Communion?’

‘You know why.’
He put his arm around my shoulders and began to shepherd me towards
the door. ‘Come on, Helen. We'll go for a little walk.’

Outside the
morning air was cool, fragrant with unfallen rain. His arm was
uncomfortable about my shoulders, inert, like a dead thing. I
shrugged it off and pulled away petulantly.

‘Why did you,
then? If you knew it was forbidden?’

He spoke
shortly, barely controlled, and his tinge of anger flashed desire
through me.

‘To avoid
scandal.’

‘No!’ I turned
around, horrified and ashamed, and began to run back towards the
house. I had the vague idea, I think, of running away. He came
after me, caught me by the elbow and swung me back to face him. His
face was gentle.

‘Wait a minute,
can't you? Not that sort of scandal. It means anything that might
make the Church appear in a bad light. Like an unseemly wrangle
over the Blessed Sacrament.’

‘I see.’ I felt
foolish. ‘You could have whispered to me. I wouldn't have
argued.’

He laughed, but
it was an affectionate laugh, and I tried a smile.

‘Perhaps you're
right,’ he said. ‘I'm sorry. Anyway, Sister Thomas shouldn't have
spoken to you like that. It wasn't your fault.’

‘I suppose it
was really. I just got so carried away with it, I didn't stop to
think.’

‘Don't worry
about it now, Helen. You haven't done anything wrong. Does this
mean, then, that you're interested?’

‘Interested?’ I
wished I hadn't shrugged his arm away. It would be nice to have it
back around my shoulders. I tried to think back to the taste of the
wafer, to find some religious sensation in it, but all I could feel
was the touch of his fingers on my mouth.

‘In becoming a
Catholic?’

‘I think so.
Maybe.’

‘That's
marvellous.’ He spoke very low, almost caressingly, and I wondered
how much of a fraud I was. ‘You’d have to receive Instruction.’

‘What?’

‘Don't worry,
it's not as terrifying as it sounds. It just means meeting with a
priest to learn about the faith. Discuss it, talk over any problems
you have, make sure you know what you're letting yourself in
for.’

‘But I don't
know definitely - ’

‘Of course you
don't. It doesn't commit you to anything. We don't send a list to
the Pope or call out the Inquisition. You could start with me, if
you liked, then carry on with the chaplain at Oxford when you get
there. It is Oxford, isn't it? Tess was telling me.’

‘I hope so.
Yes, I'd like that. Just - what if - ?’

‘What if?’ We
stopped walking and he turned around to face me, his hand resting
in the crook of my elbow.

‘What if I'm
doing it for the wrong reasons?’

‘God’s
interested in where you end up,’ he said. ‘Not in where you
begin.’





 


 Chapter 11



I thought I'd
be on my way - back to the cottage by now. For a moment there I
nearly called it home. I telephone Geoffrey from the flat when I
get back. I could have rung from Dean Street, I've got the mobile
with me, but I'm out of the habit now and I feel embarrassed
talking in the street. I don't know how they'll take the news. I'm
pretty sure the agency woman was telling the truth, which is good
as far as it goes The trouble is, that isn't very far.

Except that
there's another clue.

‘Helen!’ He
sounds ominously brisk. ‘Any news?’

I tell him what
has happened.

‘Well, at least
you found the place, that's something.’

‘I suppose so.
Anyway, I'll see you tomorrow; I just though I'd better let you
know - ’ My voice trails off ineffectually. I don't feel as though
I've achieved very much by coming back. Except for meeting Maria,
of course, and finding out how much the Minister doesn't want me
here.

‘Helen?’ More
bracing than ever. Is this the way he talks to his patients?

‘Yes?’

‘About
tomorrow. Do you have to come back here?’

Uh-oh, this is
it. Never darken our village again. I almost wish I had slept with
Cuthbert now; to be hung as a sheep with pleasant memories. How am
I supposed to find another cottage right at the beginning of the
high season? I can't stay in the flat, not with Carpenter prowling
around, even if I wanted to. Funny, I used to think it was perfect.
It's only now that all this blue seems to chill my flesh.

‘Helen? Are you
there?’

‘Yes. Okay,
I'll find somewhere else. All my stuff’s at the cottage, though, so
I'll have to come back for it when I'm sorted. But I can do that
without going through the village. Tess needn't see me at all.’

‘Tess see you?
What are you talking about? I didn't mean never come back.
What do you think we are, some sort of vengeful lunatics? She's a
bit better, by the way. At least we've got something solid to work
on now, with this ticket business.’

‘What ticket
business?’

‘The ticket
business I'm trying to tell you about. A friend’s been taking one
of Cuthbert's photographs on the train with him and asking the
ticket inspectors whether they recognise him. Well, one did, today.
He says that Cuthbert definitely took the London train on Saturday
afternoon. So we were wondering whether you could stay for a bit
and have a look for him?’

‘Geoffrey - ’ I
can't tell him the real reason why not, so all the others rush into
my head at once and I don't know which to choose.

‘Please.’ He
knows I'm going to say yes.

‘I'll do what I
can. But I don't know anything about these things. He's probably
just changed trains here, anyway. He could be anywhere. Have the
police been any more help?’

‘Not really.
Apparently over forty thousand children run away each year. We
can't expect special treatment.’

‘What about the
Social Services? I mean, with Cuthbert being under sixteen.’

‘I know. The
police suggested that too. But Tess won't have anything to do with
them. It's partly political, you know, state interference and all
that. But - do you know who the local Director is?’

‘I think so,
yes.’

‘You’ll
understand, then. Tess has never got over that business. I don't
think she'd even have come back to Prior's Sutton, however much she
loves it, if she'd known that they were still here. She thinks they
shouldn't have the gall.’

‘And you? What
do you think?’

‘You know me,
Helen. I don't take these things so much to heart. This job - I've
seen so much worse. There's no point in dwelling on it. Especially
with the children.’

‘He - they've
got children?’

‘Oh yes. Girl
and a boy. Twins. Just a bit older than Cuthbert. They've never
been close friends, though. Not with things the way they are. Nice
kids, all the same.’

‘Yes.’ I don't
want to hear any more of this. ‘I'll do what I can.’ I say again.
‘Could you give my love to Tess?’

‘Of
course.’

As soon as he
puts his phone down I press the directory button on mine and ring
Steve. I have to do it quickly, before I have time to think too
much.

‘Babe!’ Is it
affection, or has he forgotten my name? ‘So they do have phones out
in Upper Sticksville?’

‘I'm not there.
I'm - at the flat.’

‘Yeah? I knew I
ought to get Caller Display. I'll get myself seriously caught out
one of these days. Did you forget your mobile or just keep it
switched off? I tried a couple of times, to see if you were okay,
needed a Harrods food hamper or anything.’

‘That was sweet
of you, but I haven't starved. Dodgy reception, that was all.’

‘Nightmare.
Mind you, it was a weird thing to do, going there in the first
place. I mean, you're not exactly a country wench, are you? I'm not
surprised you couldn't hack it any longer. Was it me or the double
espressos you couldn't live without? Tell the truth. I won't be
offended.’

‘I'm not back
for good. Just a couple of days. I'm - chasing something up.’

‘Oh yeah? You
trying to tell me one of your minions couldn't have done it for
you? You can't fool me, Hel. You can't live outside London any more
than I can. So, what would you like me to do for you, then?’

‘I - just
thought I'd say hello.’ Pretty feeble, but not as awkward as I'm
beginning to feel. Was it always this apparent, that the only thing
linking me to Steve was sex? I suppose it was; only it didn't
matter so much before. Bloody Tess. Bloody memories. Steve
obviously thinks, from the dirty chuckle at the back of his throat,
that I've just phoned him because I'm feeling - amorous, I say,
softening it to myself. Randy would be his word. He probably
imagines it's the only reason I'm back in London at all. I wouldn't
mind, I have to admit. What with the memories of Darius and
Cuthbert's fumblings, I'm feeling pretty churned up. But I don't
even know if he's available. It's been over a fortnight now and
things were pretty ambiguous when I left. I wouldn't blame him if
he's found someone else.

‘Hello? That's
great,’ he says, in the long easy voice that sends electric
currents down the receiver and into all the parts of me I'm trying
to forget. ‘Well, I wish you could come over and say hello in
person. The trouble is, I'm a bit tied up tonight.’

‘Oh?’ My voice
comes out more sharply than I thought it would. He laughs.

‘Not that sort
of tied up, darling. Strictly business. Tell you what, why don't I
take you out for dinner tomorrow? Somewhere posh, the kind of place
you go to by yourself.’

‘But we haven't
booked - ’

‘Don't you
worry about that, babe. You just name the restaurant; I'll make
sure we get a table. I've got one or two favours in the trade I
could do with calling in.’

I'm almost
tempted, until I remember Carpenter and the Minister. They
practically live in those places. I wouldn't be surprised if Sir
Terence himself held a watching brief.

‘No,’ I say,
‘I've got a better idea. Have you still got that friend who does
office catering?’

‘What, Snobby
Sophie? Yeah, why, d'ye fancy a quick one on the boardroom
table?’

‘I was
wondering whether you could get some stuff and meet me for a
picnic? Remember that little park off the Southwark Bridge Road.
The one we went to after you'd closed that Elephant & Castle
deal?’ None of Carpenter's men could be uncool enough to hang out
there.

‘You getting
romantic on me, girl? Never mind, I'll let you off. How about I
meet you there at eight?’

‘Great. I'll
see you there. And Steve?’

‘Yes?’

‘Thanks.’

I dream of
Tess, as she must have been at nineteen; almost untouched, with the
baby Cuthbert in her arms.

‘Give him to
me,’ I am saying. ‘He'll have every advantage.’

‘But you're at
Oxford.’ She holds him more tightly between her breasts. ‘You can't
look after him there.’

‘Nonsense,’ I
say, taking out my old Filofax. ‘I have some excellent box files
and a large bag of sawdust. He'll have a flying start in the Civil
Service.’

‘He hasn't been
baptised yet. Suppose he goes to Hell?’

‘It's not
Hell,’ I reply loftily. ‘It's only Limbo.’

This morning I
have to begin looking, but I haven't any idea where to start. As a
civil servant, my instinct is to contact the agencies: Shelter,
Centrepoint, The Big Issue, but that's just what I mustn't do. It's
bad enough that I have to be back in London at all; I can't afford
to draw attention to myself by talking to the very people the
Minister warned me away from. The best idea is probably to go back
to Liverpool Street and try to find the man from yesterday. It
can't be all that common to get a twenty pound note so with any
luck he'll remember me and set me on the right track.




After lunch we divided
into groups; workshops, they called them. Tony was running one on
the Church and the Third World which I was hoping to join, but most
of the patients wanted to go to Sister Thomas on the Sacraments and
they needed help with the wheelchairs.

It started off
all right. Sister Thomas was an effective speaker, if rather dry,
and I almost thought I saw a gleam of approval in her steel eyes as
I came in. Sister Imelda was there as well, her chair not quite
aligned with the others in the circle. She sat the way that men
sometimes do, with the ankle of one leg resting on the knee of the
other. It was decent enough, under her voluminous grey flannel
skirt, but somehow not what I'd expected of a nun. Not, I don't
think, what Sister Thomas expected either, but there was obviously
no specific rule forbidding it.

The discussion
got onto sex. Why, I'm not quite sure, since, apart from me, the
group consisted of celibates and chronic invalids, none of whom
could have done anything for at least ten years. Maybe they just
liked talking about it, or maybe it was for my benefit, as, just as
the conversation was waning, Sister Thomas pronounced, clear and
pointed:

‘Sex before
marriage is like receiving Communion as a non-Catholic.’

There was
silence. Everyone was looking at me, although most tried to hide
it. Imelda spoke.

‘You're
probably right, Sister. And there are circumstances, surely, where
either might be appropriate?’

‘Appropriate?’
Sister Thomas was icy. ‘And what extraordinary circumstances might
those be?’

I thought that
Imelda had stepped in to protect me, and that I ought to
reciprocate.

‘In the war,
perhaps,’ I said, more loudly than I had intended. ‘You know, where
soldiers were going to the front and there wasn't time to get
married first.’

Sister Thomas
waited, ironically patient, while my voice faltered.

‘The war, I
seem to remember, was used as an excuse for a great deal of
promiscuity, infidelity and consequent illegitimacy and divorce.
Perhaps you would like to give a similar example of disrespect
towards the Blessed Sacrament? No? How about someone who thinks she
can help herself to the Body of our Blessed Lord as though it were
a bag of grubby sweets passed around in the playground?’

I'd had enough.
I wasn't even upset any more, just angry. I was there as a
volunteer, for God’s sake, not as one of her bloody novices. I got
up and walked out. Sister Thomas would just have to negotiate the
wheelchairs herself. I looked with satisfaction at my bruised
finger. There was less than an inch of clearance on either side
between the wheelchairs and the doorway. She'd never manage it
without injury.

I was halfway
down the staircase when I heard footsteps behind me. It wasn't
Tony, I already knew his by heart. I turned to see Sister
Imelda.

‘Let's go
outside,’ she said.

She didn't
speak again until we were in the garden, a few yards from where I'd
talked to Tony that morning.

‘She'll be
sorry,’ said Imelda.

‘She certainly
will.’ I was thinking of Miss Flitt's wheelchair, the nasty
spring-loaded clip on the side.

‘No, I mean
she'll really be sorry. When she examines her conscience before
Evening Prayer.’

I snorted.
‘Very convenient. She could try not doing it in the first place.
She's already had a go at me about the Communion. And Tony - Father
Tony - he said I shouldn't worry about it.’

‘No, you
shouldn't. Not about Sister Thomas, either. She says these things
because she can. Like a little boy thumping people to prove he's
got fists. I should know; I've been on the receiving end of it
often enough.’

‘I could tell
that. You seem - different from the others.’

She laughed, a
hollow laugh that didn't even pretend to be amused.

‘Like bloody
Pygmalion, isn't it? Except that I keep forgetting the rain
in Spain and I still swear at the racehorses. The ironic thing is
that I'm not even authentically working class. Lower middle, at
least. Mind you, to this lot it looks like the gutter. They'd have
a fit if they ever met anyone genuinely deprived.’

‘Why did you
join?’

The laugh
again. ‘The Sixties. Vatican Two. There was a Provincial, briefly,
who had the idea of widening the intake of the Order. You know,
like Oxbridge buttering up the comprehensives. She didn't last, of
course, but she has her legacy: three or four of us misfits
scattered about the country.’

‘Could you -
are you allowed to leave?’

‘It's not a
prison, you know, however much it may feel like one today. Yes, I
could go, there's nothing to stop me. Except - ’

‘Except?’

She shrugged.
‘God, I suppose. Shall we go back?’

‘Yes. Just - ’
There was one more thing hanging over me, one that I couldn't have
told Tony. ‘The other part of what she said. About sex before
marriage - ’

Sister Imelda
smiled. ‘Done that one as well, have you? Got the set?’

‘Not quite.’ I
told her about Darius. It was easier than I'd expected, staring
down at the gravelled path. At the end she laughed.

‘He sounds a
nice guy, this Darius. I wouldn't give it another thought. And no -
I'm sure it doesn't count.’

Just before we
went in, through a side door behind some sheds, she stopped
again.

‘Hang on a
moment.’

She reached in
the pocket of her skirt and pulled out a small bottle. Vodka, I
think. I didn't see it clearly.

‘Want
some?’

I shook my
head. She drank, quickly and silently, replaced the bottle and led
me back inside.

They were all
especially nice to me at supper, particularly Sister Thomas, who
invited me to sit at her table and talked to me about Oxford. We
had wine, and there was a feeling of celebration and relief. I
vaguely noticed that Sister Imelda's glass emptied faster than
anyone else's, and that the jug was more often in front of her
place, but I didn't take much notice. The back of Tony's head,
between Dolly and Margaret, was just beyond her, and I could watch
it undisturbed for the whole of the meal.




It's cold and dark
inside the station, a different season from anywhere outside. The
man isn't at the entrance today, but I walk around looking for him,
peering into the faces of the people huddled against the walls. I
never imagined there would be so many. I can't remember what colour
his blanket was, or even whether he had a dog or not. No one seems
surprised at my inspecting them. Some ask for money, and I hand it
over hastily, but most just look blankly through me. I suppose it's
only fair. But he's not here, I'm sure of it now. I wonder whether
anyone else might help, one of the women, maybe, or the younger
boys, the ones not much older than Cuthbert. I can't really imagine
it, though, can't envisage him among these people. It's so cold;
I'll have to go outside.




Tess was waiting for
me when the bus got back from Primrose Hall, perched on top of one
of the dustbins, her long legs, in shorts that day, drumming
against the hot metal. I could tell, from the way she sat up
straighter and shook her hair back, the precise moment when she saw
that I was sitting next to Tony.

‘Hi, Father,’
she said, with an offhand respect, then grabbed my arm and dragged
me across the car park. ‘How was it? Did you enjoy yourself? Were
the nuns okay?’

‘The nuns,’ I
said with satisfaction, ‘were utterly horrible.’

‘Oh dear.’

‘Fortunately,’
I went on, relishing her frustration, ‘I don't have to judge the
entire Catholic Church on their example.’

‘You mean?’

‘I mean that
I'm taking instruction.’

‘Oh Helen!’ She
flung her long tanned arms around me and I was engulfed in the
sweet clean smell of her T-shirt and the strawberry bubble bath she
always used. ‘Helen, I'm so happy. Geoffrey told me to be patient
but I prayed and prayed. I knew Our Lady would bring you home in
the end.’

‘Mmm. So,
what's been happening here? Any gossip?’

‘I'm afraid so.
Darius has had a girl to stay.’

‘To stay
to stay?’

She nodded. ‘In
his room.’

‘What's
Arabella got to say?’

‘Oh, she's
absolutely manic. Says she might be,’ Tess lowered her voice, ‘a
lesbian. And she's been spending a lot of time in Marcia's
room again. You don't think - ?’

I shuddered.
‘Surely not. She'll just be trying to get back at Darius.’

‘I expect so.’
Tess didn't seem greatly reassured. ‘Well, at least you and I don't
have to worry about all these dreadful things. It's so much
simpler, don't you think, to wait until you're married, even if it
is a bit difficult sometimes?’

‘Was Father
Tony nice?’ She thought she was changing the subject. To my horror
I felt a red tide rise up from the neckline of my blouse.

‘I suppose so.’
I tried to sound as reluctant as possible, and evidently
succeeded.

‘It's okay,’
she assured me, with a secondary little hug. ‘You don't have to
like him as a person. That's the good thing about priests. As long
as you remember he's in place of Our Lord, you can forget about
everything else. I sometimes think he's a bit of a pain too, with
all that liberation stuff, and the way he's always wearing studenty
clothes. A bit creepy, Geoffrey calls it.’

I thought about
Geoffrey's clothes, his brown cords and Viyella shirts and his
guarded approval of the SDP. I bit my tongue, though, and Tess gave
me the benefit of the doubt. We walked in together, stopping
briefly at the chapel to light a thanksgiving candle for my
conversion.

I went twice a
week for Instruction, Wednesday and Friday afternoons, to the ugly
red presbytery next to the parish church. Tony wasn't allowed to
open the door himself, it wasn't fitting, so I would knock at the
treacle paneling and wait for Miss McCormick to come out of the
kitchen. She was the housekeeper, had been housekeeper to the past
four priests in the village, and the house belonged far more nearly
to her than to Father Tony. It was a dark, heavy sort of place,
sweatily humid all through that hot summer and smelling of
disinfectant and damp biscuits. Miss McCormick herself, like the
house, was red and ungainly, suppressing her natural suspicion of
young girls with the celebration of another soul saved. She made me
mugs of thick dark tea, like creosote, which I never dared to leave
unfinished.

Tony and I sat
in his study facing one another in matching leather armchairs,
chocolate brown and far too low. He read from the catechism, a
cheap orange covered booklet, and explained each clause to me. I
mostly listened in silence, so that sometimes he'd have to break
off mid-clause to check whether I was still listening, and I'd have
to improvise a quick doubt. But I shouldn't think it was very
convincing. In fact I had very few quibbles with any of it; the
theology seemed to hang together well enough, and the fact that
Tony believed it was enough for me. I was sure now that I loved
him, and that I probably loved God too, although I couldn't
extricate one from the other. There was a kind of pleasant
melancholy in the impossibility of my love, and I began to feel
rather virtuous, as though I had actually given him up, rather than
never having had him in the first place.




I'm on my way out of
the station when a girl stops me. She is about twenty, with short
bleached hair and a moon-faced, runny-nosed baby under her arm.

‘Spare some
change?’

‘Okay,
yes.’

I left the
trench coat behind this morning. I would have liked to have worn
it, the pockets would have been useful, but I thought I'd be much
too hot. Instead, I have filled a small coin purse, the kind I had
as a little girl, but suddenly I can't find it in my bag.

‘Hang on a
minute.’

She smiles
sardonically, lifting only one side of her mouth. ‘I'm not going
nowhere.’

I've found it,
but I've lost Cuthbert's photograph. I rummage about for maybe ten
seconds longer, then bring both out together, hold out the photo
while I open the purse.

‘I was
wondering, have you seen him at all?’

That twitch of
the mouth again, but this time it doesn't even pretend to be a
smile.

‘Do I look like
I go to the pictures? You some sort of market researcher? New to
the job?’ She hitches the child higher on her hip and strides away,
her shoulders hunched. I run after her.

‘Stop, I'm
sorry. Look, it isn't market research, it's a real boy that's
missing. Look, he's wearing school uniform.’

Her flat green
eyes look straight at me. ‘I don't know any boys. Not since I fell
for this one.’ She heaves the baby protectively into her shoulder
where it rubs its nose, leaving sticky yellow trails of mucus. ‘You
got any change or not?’

I hand her two
fifty pence pieces which she shoves, without looking at them, into
her jeans pocket.

‘Ta.’

I need to look
more dishevelled. I run my hand backwards through my hair - already
it needs cutting again - and take off the jacket of my pale pink
suit. On impulse, I look around for somewhere to throw it, but
despite the ceasefires, there still aren't any litter bins. Feeling
foolish, I put it on again and walk outside. The sun hits me hard,
exploding light and heat into my face so that for a moment
everything turns black. Then it clears and I feel dizzier
still.

It's them, I'm
sure of it, although the glare of the sun is still dazzling me.
Carpenter and the Minister, strolling along the other side of
Bishopsgate, down towards the City. They'll pass me in a moment and
however busy the street, I can't be sure that it will be enough.
There's a pub a few yards away, one of those cramped Victorian
ones, all brass and moss-green velvet. I dive into the doorway just
in time. It's dark, even darker than the station and my eyes can't
keep adjusting this quickly. For a few seconds I can't see anything
at all, then I make out the shape of the bar and a figure behind
it. I order a gin and tonic and drink it down quickly, before
paying. The barman shakes his head.

‘You all right,
then darling?’

‘Fine.’ I
fumble for my purse, the proper one with notes in it, and
Cuthbert's picture falls on to the polished bar. The barman looks
quizzically at it.

‘I'm looking
for him,’ I explain. ‘He came through the station last Sunday
evening. Did you see him?’

‘Bit young to
come in here, isn't he?’

‘Fifteen.’

‘Yeah. You get
a good eye for ages in here. And we're strict, have to be. He'd be
chucked straight out again. Sorry.’

‘Okay.’ I have
the money now and give it to him rather clumsily. He has nice
fingers, long and broad with neat oblong ends. My second lover was
a barman, in Oxford. ‘Actually, can I have another?’

‘Your life,
sweetheart.’

I wish I could
sit here all afternoon, perched up on the stool, drinking and
watching the barman's fingers. He wouldn't mind, I can tell that
much, from the languorous way he gives me my change.

‘Take your time
with this one,’ he suggests. He knows I don't normally drink at
lunchtime. Actually, I don't want it now; the odd little gap at the
back of my brain is quite wide enough. I'm beginning to wonder now,
anaesthetised by the gin, whether I wasn't panicking before. The
Minister definitely said that he'd be in Greece for the whole of
the summer. Maybe it was Kasparov himself, with one of his London
chess cronies. I can't be bothered to leave it, though, so I gulp
the second drink even more quickly than the first, and sway back
into the street.

Outside the
weather is changing, and the combination of the gin and the
rain-soaked air gives me the impetus I need to begin; distances me
far enough from the sleek civil servant with an eye on her pension.
I feel raffish, speculative, out of control. I take out the
photograph and work my way along the doorways. I'm surprised by the
faces of the men, they're mostly men, that I see out here. I
expected them to look more tragic, obviously addicted or abused. A
few do, of course, but most are simply commonplace. It's only by
their stale voices and the slumped way they sit that I know them at
all, otherwise I'd mistake them for workmen: electricians or
plumbers on a late lunch. I'd be embarrassed, if I hadn't drunk so
much.

Not that I
learn a lot. They suggest places I might try, most of which I've
already thought of and shuddered, promise prayers and tell long
anecdotes of unlikely reunions. Others don't respond at all, or
start to shake their heads before I've even shown them the
photograph. Worst are the ones who reply with a torrent of speech:
sometimes I can't even tell whether it's anger or commiseration. I
listen for as long as I can, thinking of the years I can't make
up.

The evening
falls fast and it's nearly half-past seven when I remember Steve. I
have a superstitious feeling about the little park, a churning
premonition that I'll find Cuthbert there. I don't, of course, but
an elderly tramp dozing on a bench wakes up and humours me.

‘I'll keep an
eye out,’ he promises. ‘There's not many on the streets as I don't
bump into, sooner or later. It's a good doss, this, but I'm a
rolling stone. I'll be off tomorrow, back north of the river. Maybe
I'll meet your friend there.’

It sounds a
good omen and I give him my phone number, folded with a five pound
note. A group of teenage girls comes into the park, swigging from
cider bottles.

‘Hiya!’ shouts
one. ‘She paying you for it, Grandad?’

I feel my neck
stiffen but I don't turn round.

‘Not
surprising,’ says another. ‘She's got a face like an arse.’

‘You’d best get
your Darren, then. She could suck his dick for him.’

‘You saying my
Darren's a fuckin’ pooftah? You can talk. I bet you'd like to give
her one, you lezzie cow.’

They are coming
towards us and I notice Cuthbert's photograph, left on the wooden
arm of the bench. I ought to leave it there, but it feels like
abandoning him again. Anyway, I can't ask Geoffrey for another. I
make a lunge but one of the girls is quicker.

‘Hey!’ she
shrieks, grabbing the photo and waving it aloft like a trophy. Her
other hand still holds the foaming bottle. ‘Hey, I bet this one's
got a big dick. Come on, you can tell us. He's got a really long
one, hasn't he? And fat hairy bollocks?’

I'm surprised
to find that they don't bother me. None of them has actually looked
at Cuthbert's picture; only seen that he's young and male. All this
stuff is just routine, impersonal, not a violation. And they must
be about his age, these pubescent harridans, possibly even younger.
He might like them; might find them funny. I feel suddenly
light-headed and tolerant; at least more tolerant than I am of that
girl he had sex with, the one who laughed at him. But then I
realise, as they do, that the old man is trembling.

‘It's not her
bloke at all,’ says a thin girl. She's not their leader, but the
sharpest of the gang. Maybe they daren't give her too much power.
‘Look at that old wanker shaking his cock about. Yes, you. You're a
fucking queer, aren't you? You and this lad; you're a couple of
arse bandits.’

‘No!’ The old
man shakes his head, frightened by his own vehemence.

‘Yeah.’ The
girls’ leader takes over again. ‘He's a bloody rent boy, ain't he,
and you're his pimp? We don't like that sort of thing round
here.’

Something about
the last sentence doesn't ring quite true, as though she's borrowed
it from her father or brother. But it's almost threatening
enough.

If I do nothing
now, will they hit me anyway? Probably not. They are taunting me,
hoping for a response, but without the response they won't go any
further. Maybe they have to tell each other, later, that it was
only self-defence. I could sidle off now and they'd let me go, just
call after me for a few yards. Sticks and stones. I could walk up
to Borough tube station and back. By then Steve ought to be here;
it must be ten past already. They sense what I'm thinking and agree
with me. They turn, at some instinctive instruction, so that
they're not quite looking at me any more. Every pair of eyes,
opaque and shining, is fixed on the old man. And he's not going
anywhere. I give them the excuse.

‘Leave him
alone,’ I say. He catches his breath suddenly with an odd scraping
noise. I don't know whether it's fear or relief. ‘He's got nothing
to do with it. The boy's my friend, and I'm looking for him.’

‘Maybe he don't
want you to find him.’ It worked. They are all looking back at me
now, circling around me, smiling. One or two tap their feet in
anticipation and I notice they are wearing heavy boots - Doc
Martens, are they still? I had a pair myself once.

‘I scarcely
think so.’ I pitch my accent up a notch or two, knowing it will
infuriate them, but I have to do it. The important thing is to keep
their attention away from the old man. He's a dangerous colour now,
ivory with tinges of green. I've only ever seen one dead body and I
don't want to deal with another. Especially not now.

‘Snotty cow,’
mutters a fat girl, taking her mouth from her bottle for the first
time. ‘We'll fuckin’ ‘ave you.’

I begin to
laugh. I don't mean to, it's taking the diversionary tactics way
too far. But the whole thing is so much like school that I feel
almost nostalgic. ‘Kin ‘ave ya’ was the catchphrase of every
notorious hard girl in the fifth form, and it always led to a scrap
on the way home. Almost always. I managed to wriggle out of all
mine. If I hadn't, perhaps I'd be less foolhardy now.

‘You laughing
at us?’ The leader's pale eyes are goggling in disbelief.

‘I - ’ It's too
late now. They have the justification they need and I watch the
circle growing smaller.

I've never been
hit before, at least, not since I was quite a small child. I am
surprised, at the first blow, simply at how much it hurts. Then the
punches are coming from all sides, followed by kicks, and confusion
takes over, anaesthetising the pain. I close my eyes, curl into a
hedgehog ball, but my mind reels on. I thought I understood these
girls, thought I had taken their measure, but now I have no idea
what they will do next. This isn't like a fight at school, that
only lasted until the victor emerged. It was only a few seconds,
sometimes, until the crowd dissolved, and the loser was left to
dust down her satchel and limp home to worse from her mum. It isn't
like that now. I'm not an enemy any more, just a sphere of flesh,
but they keep on kicking. I don't know what will stop them, short
of my death. I'm thirty-four, but I've been thinking of myself as
one of the young. Now I realise there's another generation, almost
young enough to be my children, about whom I know nothing at all.
Nothing of these girls, nothing of Cuthbert. It was vanity to
imagine anything else. And now I shall die, under the slamming
kicks of fourteen toe-caps, unless the old man has called for help.
I open one eye, slowly and slightly, so that I am squinting through
my eyelashes, and see him, cowering at the far end of the bench,
his eyes smeared like yesterday's milk bottles, a trail of slime
from the corner of his mouth. For the first time I am really
afraid, and I let out an experimental whimper. The kicking stops,
and I breathe, feeling the pain from my diaphragm flash down to my
thighs.

‘Hurts, does
it?’ It is the thin girl, mincing past my head in precise mockery
of the way I walk. She draws back her foot, circling the ankle as
if to admire a delicate shoe, then brings it forward. The boot
thuds against my head, just behind my ear, and the roaring
begins.





 


 Chapter 12



Tony and I met
five or six times before anyone noticed much. Our instruction
sessions, together with whatever accidental collisions I could
contrive, already formed the framework of my weeks. I could have
said at any moment exactly how many hours and minutes it was since
our last session and how many until the next. Tess took it as
piety; maybe the others did too.

I carried my
hopeless love proudly, like a martyr's crown, and I thought that
nothing was changing. But what had begun at Primrose Hall bubbled
beneath the catechesis, an undercurrent that grew imperceptibly
stronger, while we blithely paddled on its surface. The first time
Tony shook my hand, an odd and formal gesture, like a Victorian
chaplain with his convert. Gradually it lengthened into his holding
of my hand, for four or five seconds at a time, whenever we passed
a doctrinal milestone. And now, as the two low chairs crept closer
together, he was touching me constantly, nothing blatant, just a
stream of reassuring pats, on my shoulder, my hair, once my knee;
nothing, had he been an elderly potato-faced Irishman, that I would
even have noticed. But he wasn't, he was Tony, and it suffused me
with a warmth that I told myself was grace.

Thelma didn't
let me off so lightly. Halfway through one of my sleepy afternoon
shifts I was having tea in the tiny staff room with Geoffrey and
the two nurses on duty. Suddenly the buzzer above our heads began
to sound furiously, in long peals and staccato bursts.

‘That'll be
George,’ sighed Geoffrey, draining his cup in one gulp and
buttoning his white coat. ‘I tried giving him only two sugars like
Matron suggested. I knew he'd notice the difference.’

‘It isn't
George,’ said one of the nurses, pressing the silencing button.
‘It's Thelma.’ Her eyes met ours in rueful resignation.

‘I'll go
anyway,’ offered Geoffrey, who was already at the door. ‘The rest
of you finish your tea. I'll come and get you if it's anything
intimate.’

He was back
before I had started on my third biscuit; his face rather pale,
with the freckles standing out.

‘She wants
you.’

Linda, the
elder of the nurses, passed a hand wearily through her short black
hair.

‘I told her to
go easy on those prunes.’

‘No,’ said
Geoffrey. ‘She just wants Helen.’

She was waiting
behind the door for me; had somehow manoeuvred - or had Geoffrey
helped? - herself into her wheelchair and was lurking beside the
wash-basin, out of my line of sight. There was no logical reason
for it, of course, just a long and painstaking effort to put me at
a disadvantage.

‘Thelma?’

‘Miss Storey,
if you don't mind.’

That didn't
bode well. She generally insisted on her formal title, though few
of the staff remembered, but only the week before she had
specifically invited me to call her Thelma.

‘Miss
Storey.’

‘Shut the door,
girl. I am ill, if you recall. I'm not supposed to be beleaguered
by draughts.’

I had never
before heard her ask for her door to be closed. Her fear of being
locked in was usually stronger than any concern about others
watching her on the commode or witnessing her rages. In any case,
they were all imbeciles, staff and patients alike. To worry about
exposing herself in front of them would be like taking care not to
pick your nose in front of a dog.

My hands
trembled as I closed the door. I was beginning to guess what all
this must be about. I'd only told Tess about the instruction, but
Miss McCormick knew, of course, and the news was bound to reach
Thelma in the end.

I turned back
slowly, expecting the first missile. But she was calm as she
gestured.

‘Sit down
there.’

On her beloved
oak chair? Surely not. It had been in the first vital list of
rules; never, on any account, to sit on Thelma's chair. One
volunteer had rested her knee on it once, to get a better purchase
on the slipping mattress, and had been rewarded by a sharp slap and
a jet of foul abuse.

I sat on the
edge of the bed.

‘There,
I said.’ Her voice softened. ‘In my chair. It's all right.’

Now we were
level, she and I, sitting some four or five yards apart, looking
directly at each other. I realized suddenly how unusual it was; how
commonly I was looking down at the residents, occasionally up, when
tying a shoelace or easing a recalcitrant stocking, rarely face to
face. She was different, seen this way, freed from the dwarfing
bulk of her stomach and from the soft grey nest of her neglected
hair. Her face, tighter and less fleshy now, was concentrated in
the taut curve of her beaking nose. For the first time I could see
her as she had been to her pupils: a figure of awe, inspiration,
fear - never, as now, of pity.

She saw all
this in my face and she relaxed. I was allowed, briefly, to glimpse
the enormity of her frustration, the unfuelled mind that still kept
spinning, by its own perpetual motion, inside her bloated, dying
body.

‘Are you
waiting for the poison?’

‘Not now.’

‘No. You were
going to have it, you know, the best I've ever done. The worst, I
ought to say. When that moronic occupational therapist barged in
with her patronising little girl voice,’ She imitated its tinkling
optimism. ‘Have you heard, Thelma? That girl you like, the clever
one that's going to Oxford, she's becoming an R.C.?’ Typical
woolly-mindedness, of course; you haven't got your ‘A’ level
results yet, have you, so you can't be certain of the place? No, I
thought not. Anyway, I was fired with absolute fury. Incandescent.’
She paused, looking at me speculatively. ‘I got Geoffrey to heave
me into the wheelchair. I thought I'd ambush you from behind the
door.’


‘Physically?’

She smiled,
creakily, like an old pram brought down from the loft.

‘Maybe. My
scatological vocabulary seems to have dried up. All squandered on
inadequate targets, I suppose. Let that be a lesson to you.’

There was a
long silence. I looked down at her feet on the rubber rests;
elephantine ankles, black lace-up shoes that barely met across her
spreading arches.

‘Don't you want
to ask me anything?’

There was some
precise etiquette at work here, a delicate half-hidden set of rails
for the conversation to follow. I fumbled to find it.

‘Why didn't you
attack me?’

‘That one. That
question. Why not ask why I wanted to?’

‘Because I
know. I know how you feel about the Church.’

‘This isn't
really about the Church.’

‘It isn't?’

I looked up
into her eyes again. They were a smooth grey, like the sea on one
of those ambiguous early mornings, when the sun is still hedging
its bets.

‘You remind me
of myself, Helen.’

‘Do I?’ I tried
to sound pleased but she wasn't taken in. She spoke crisply.

‘Not
physically. You don't have any worries on that score. No, I never
had your saintly face or that ridiculous halo.’

I pushed back
some tendrils of hair.

‘Mind you, I
wasn't lugging this grotesque lump around in those days, either.’
She surveyed her body with a wistful detachment. ‘I almost became a
Mormon.’ She spoke in the same tone, as though one followed
naturally from the other.

‘You what?’ I
was too startled to choose the right words; spoke as though she
were my age. I thought she would rebuke me, but she only smiled, an
indulgent, last-day-of-term sort of smile, and nodded faintly.

Mormons.
Mormons meant cornflakes, Donny Osmond, wide blue American skies
with a distant horizon of sand and sentiment. There would be no
corner there for Thelma's wit, no answering echoes, just the sound
of her own voice, fainter and fainter as it skittered across the
smiling desert.

‘The Mormons.’
She savoured the word, its twin caressing syllables. Like a snake,
I thought, lulling its prey into hypnosis, gold glints in the
softness of her pale grey eyes.

‘But why?’

‘The usual
reason.’ She paused, her victim trapped, waiting until its
foreboding hardened into fear. Then she sprang. ‘A man.’

Yes. I might
have known that she would be more perceptive than the rest. Unless
the O.T. woman had told her that as well. Unless everyone knew. I
had the sudden ghastly vision of Tony, outside his church after
Mass, chatting to the ladies of the parish. ‘Oh yes,’ he was
saying, ‘Helen, our little convert. I'm afraid she's got something
of a crush on me. Adolescence, you know.’

She was
watching me, smiling, passing a little bag of lavender from hand to
hand.

‘It's all
right, Helen. Nobody else knows.’

‘Then how?’

‘I told you.
I've been there.’ Her voice had that ironic edge, almost a
sneer, that grown-up people use when they think they're using
teenage slang. I expect I'll have it soon. ‘I was twenty, not much
older than you and a good deal less sophisticated. My parents
didn't approve of university for girls so I was working as an
insurance clerk. He was American, came in with some query about his
luggage - “baggage”, he called it. That's what the supervisor
called me, too, when she found out how long we'd been talking.’ She
laughed, with a soft sound so unlike her usual harsh snort that I
glanced around to see whether someone else was there. ‘And of
course it was the wrong place for him to come anyway; we were
Central Administration. He needed the branch office.’

‘And he wanted
you to go back with him?’

‘Oh yes. I was
to be Mrs Joseph P. Trumbull with three hundred acres, a woman to
do the ironing and a different hat for every Sunday. I had to
become a Mormon, of course, but when Joe explained it all I knew he
must be right. After all, why should he have come to Head Office if
it wasn't the Lord’s command? Yes, I lapped it all up, just as
you're doing now.’

‘No, I'm not.’
I had forgotten for a moment, hearing the young Thelma, why I was
there. ‘It's quite different. I'm becoming a Catholic - probably -
because I believe it, not because Father Tony does.’

‘Nonsense,
child. If he told you that angels were the souls of dead chipmunks
then you'd believe it. You're besotted, and it's going to cause you
serious damage.’

‘What sort of
damage?’

‘The sort of
damage that comes from committing yourself to a totalitarian
institution in your teens. The sort of damage that comes from
entering into your university studies, the most important years of
your life, with half your heart left behind. But mainly the sort of
damage that always comes of a man who should know better
interfering with a child.’

‘I think you're
disgusting,’ I said, standing up and pushing the chair back hard so
that its oak feet made deep indentations in the carpet. ‘You've got
a filthy tongue and a filthy mind to go with it. Tony's not like
your Joe, pawing about like some middle-aged oaf. He's never
touched me like that and he never will.’

‘I wouldn't put
money on that.’

‘You just don't
understand, do you? You've never had sex yourself - ’

‘Neither have
you.’

‘Shut up!
You've never had sex and you're never going to and so you think
that's all anyone else could want. Well we don't. We've got
something better than that so we don't mind making sacrifices.’

‘You're
contradicting yourself.’

‘No, I'm not.
Or if I am then it's just part of the paradox.’

‘Which
particular paradox would that be?’

‘The - the
transcendence of human sexuality.’

‘Oh, that
paradox. Of course. Full of them, his faith, isn't it? Convenient,
that. Other people might call them downright inconsistencies. But I
really don't want to upset you, Helen. I just want you to be
careful. You wouldn't be the first to dream of Platonic love and
wake up to find your knickers on the floor.’

‘You -
cow!’ I was trying to say ‘bitch’ but, despite Thelma's own
language, my tongue wouldn't make the right shapes. I stomped over
to the door and opened it wide. ‘You've always hated Tony. I
suppose you must fancy him yourself and be, whatsit, sublimating
it. Pity you're such an ugly old bag.’

‘It is a shame,
yes,’ said Thelma coolly. ‘Don't you want to know what
happened?’

‘To you and
Joe? I assume he dumped you.’

‘Not exactly.
It was me who did the dumping.’

‘Why?’ I was
hanging in the doorway. To put my foot back over the threshold
would be to relent a little, and that little would be far too
much.

‘I told you I
wasn't as sophisticated as you. He was a Mormon. An old-fashioned
Mormon.’

I still didn't
get it.

‘I would be
Mrs. Joseph P. Trumbull, all right. What I didn't realise, not
until my berth was booked, was that I would be Mrs. Joseph P.
Trumbull the second. The junior one.’

‘Oh God.’

‘Indeed. I
can't say I've had much time for Him since. But it got me out of
that insurance office, anyway. I'd already given in my notice and I
wasn't going to come back with my tail between my legs. I told my
parents to face the twentieth century and I took an external degree
at London University. So, there's always time to escape.’

‘Thank you,’ I
said, honestly. It must have cost her something to tell me. ‘But
really, you needn't worry. I know what I'm doing.’

‘Are you
sure?’

But I was
already heading back up the corridor, towards my cold tea, and I
didn't have to answer.




Oddly, when the
roaring stops, that is the first thing I hear now.

‘Are you
sure?’

‘Yeah, she'll
live. Look, she's moving her head.’

I don't think
I've been out for more than a few seconds, but that's enough to
frighten them. I don't think they meant to kill me, not even to
hurt me this badly. That's the trouble with girls, they don't know
the strength of their own D.M.s. They are arguing among themselves,
as to who started kicking me and what they should do now. One, the
first voice I heard, even wants to call an ambulance - I don't
think she's cut out for a career in violence. The thin girl, at
least, I think it's the thin girl; I haven't dared to open my eyes
yet, is in favour of giving me a few more kicks, just for good
luck, but the rest aren't keen, despite her spiky charisma. There
are a few desultory prods, but nothing with much heart in it. The
consensus is clear: to run away, and so they do, or rather amble,
swearing wearily into the distance.

I don't move
for a long time after they have gone. Nothing hurts too badly at
the moment, except my forehead, where one of the girls threw her
empty bottle as she left. I don't know whether it's bleeding or
just stale cider trickling into my hair. I'm afraid that if I open
my eyes I'll see the old man, dead.

The sound of a
car engine. Nothing unusual about that: they've been passing, one
every half-minute, ever since I've been here. Maybe, to be
charitable, they can't see me; maybe they just don't want to get
involved. But this one's slowing. Tyres, brakes, the jolt of a
handbrake put on too early.

‘Helen?’

Of course. I
knew I was here for a reason, odd that I'd forgotten. I try to say
‘Steve’ but my mouth doesn't seem to be working properly.

‘Helen, it
is you, isn't it?’

Do I look that
bad? I ought to open my eyes now, but somehow I've got used to
keeping them closed. The world seems safer that way. And I feel so
tremendously tired.

‘Come on,
darling, please.’ His voice is gentler than it's ever been before,
even during those duvet-wrapping moments. There's something else
different about it as well, something that I can't quite define. I
suppose it's the shock, either his or mine. I don't feel as though
I've been badly hurt but people often don't, do they? I make a
quick, exploratory grope of my limbs. All present, if not quite
correct. I'm almost ready to look.

‘The old man?’
I ask.

‘There's no-one
else here. Did he do this to you?’

‘No, I - ’ It
is too much. Suddenly everything is hurting and the ground is hard,
with bits of glass and gravel digging into my back. I can't take
the responsibility of thinking for myself any more. With my eyes
still closed, I hold my arms up to him. He takes them straightaway,
holds me, his fingers spread wide across my battered ribcage, lifts
me carefully to my feet.

‘Steve,’ I
manage at last, and a final wisp of irritation floats across my
mind as I hear the break in my voice.

He freezes,
still holding me.

I open my eyes
and we stare at one another. His reddish-brown hair, that lies so
peaceably in the office, is tousled to a boyish peak above one ear
and his face is flushed. He is wearing jeans and a soft mossy green
shirt, the kind of clothes that still look okay no matter what
you've put them through. My powder-pink suit is in a ridiculous
state; split along every seam and marked black with rubber
footprints.

‘I'm sorry,’ I
whisper.

‘What for? Just
a case of mistaken identity.’ He looks me up and down for a moment,
dispassionately, to check that I can stand alone. Then his hands
drop and he turns away.

Cuthbert's
picture is lying face-up under the bench. One of the girls has
stubbed a cigarette out on it, and the neat blond hair has melted
into an ashy plastic mess. Rob picks it up.

‘This him, is
it? The boyfriend? Steve?’

‘Of course
not.’ I snatch the photograph from his hand and shove it into my
bag which, miraculously, the girls have left behind. All my credit
cards have gone, but I don't discover that until later.

Another screech
of brakes, more dramatic than the first. The Jeep's radiator grille
stops less than a yard from me. I reach for the bonnet, something
reliable to lean on, and the hot metal sears my grazed hand. ‘No,’
I say again, wondering whether this feeling is disappointment or
relief. ‘No, this is the one.’





 


 Chapter 13



I can't
remember when I've slept so long or so peacefully. Steve's black
and chrome alarm clock says that it's past midday but I don't feel
any particular desire to do anything except stay here, in his
slightly damp bed, and breathe in the old male smell of his
unchanged sheets. He slept on the sofa last night. I don't know
whether it was out of a delicate concern for my injuries, or
something else. As I said before, we didn't make any
commitments.

But he was
desperately solicitous when he found me last night, and frantic
with guilt at being half an hour late. If only he hadn't stopped to
make that deal, he kept saying, however many times I told him that
it wasn't his fault. After all, it had been my idea to meet in the
little park. And then he was upset that it should have been Rob who
first came across me. He, Steve that is, took quite some convincing
that Rob hadn't had anything to do with the attack. All this was
pretty embarrassing for Rob, although not so bad, I suppose, as my
mistaking him for Steve in the first place. Anyway, he did quite a
bit of indecisive hopping from foot to foot before he decided that
I was reasonably safe, and went away. It was only then that I
realized he hadn't come in a car, as I'd assumed, but in a van,
which had the name of one of the homeless charities painted on its
side. I wonder whether the Minister knows. I thought, as the van
eased its way into the northbound traffic, that perhaps I should
have asked him about Cuthbert, but by then it was too late.

After Rob left
I sort of collapsed again, so dramatically that even Steve began to
mutter about Casualty. It's funny, I've always been rather scathing
about people who refuse to go to hospital. It seems such a blatant
and pointless bid to be heroic. I thought that, given a fair
excuse, I'd be first in the queue for the private recuperation
suite. After all, I've been paying my BUPA premiums for long
enough. But now, when I have the chance, I'm just like all the
rest, and it's got nothing to do with heroism. I feel ashamed, not
for inciting the girls but for the simple of fact of having been
hurt. Like an animal, I want to hide away and lick my wounds in
peace. And there's nowhere so much like an animal’s den - a fox’s
lair, I'd say - as Steve's place.

He comes in
now, pushing gingerly at the door and beaming as he sees I am
awake.

‘Hello,
soldier.’

He's lovely
like this, a rather louche uncle. I wish, despite the pain, that we
could stay here, in this safe asexual little world with no
decisions to make.

‘You're looking
a bit perkier, anyway. Ready for lunch, I'd say. I do a mean peanut
butter omelette. Or would you prefer chocolate spread? ‘

I give a gentle
groan and close my eyes again.

‘Fair enough.
I'll pop out for a kebab, then. Oh, and I brought you this.’

He produces it
from behind his back with a flourish and a low bow. A hot water
bottle. It's years since anyone last made me one. Mum used to, of
course, if I was ill, or just chilly on a winter's night. And then
there was Tony.




I've always had bad
period pains, right from the beginning, when the curse first came
upon me at twelve and a half. The school nurse told me to pull
myself together, take more exercise, accept my female legacy, but
Mum was more sympathetic. She suffered in the same way herself,
even after having me, which was supposed to cure the problem. With
Dad being away so often, my menstrual cycle and Mum's gradually
synchronised, like nuns' are supposed to - not that I'd ever have
dared raise the subject at Primrose Hall - and we would sit
together, huddled against the radiator, our usual undercurrent of
friction suspended for the three worst days.

My periods,
then, were so bound up in my mind with home and with Mum, that I
almost thought they would disappear after I left. I hadn't even
packed any tampons, much less kept track of the passing weeks, so
that when, in the middle of a shift, I nipped into the staff loo
and saw the widening red spot, it was almost as shocking as it had
been the first time. I stuffed my knickers with the cheap pink loo
paper and shuffled off in search of Tess, just as, five years
earlier, I had fled into the garden calling tearfully to Mum. She
wasn't there, but Dad was, digging tenaciously through the claggy
vegetable garden. He asked what I wanted and I snapped at him, for
the first time. He didn't tell me off but shrugged and turned back
to the spade, trying to convince himself that his roots with us lay
deeper than the nettles.

Tess rose, with
her usual serenity, to the occasion, though she didn't wear tampons
herself. A nun had once told her that using them constituted a sin
against modesty that would make the Virgin cry. I soldiered on
through the afternoon with her Dr. White's bulked between my thighs
but by teatime, despite the exertion of Dolly's bath - so much for
the school nurse's theories - the cramps were worse than ever.
Brenda found me vomiting into the staff lavatory.

‘Come on now,
lovey, off to bed with you.’

‘It's only -
’

‘I know what it
is, sweetheart. I had a sister was always taken that way.’

‘I'm not
pregnant.’

‘Bless your
heart, of course you're not. I've only got to look at you to see
you're not that kind of girl. That Arabella, mind - . No, it's your
monthlies, isn't it, pet, and the best thing you can do is to get
under those blankets with a warm bottle and a cup of tea. I'll get
them to bring you some from the kitchen.’

‘But what about
- ?’

‘Matron? Don't
worry about her. Matron doesn't want her girls trying to work when
they're in your state. You wouldn't be any help to the patients
anyway; you haven't the strength even to lift Miss Flitt.’

It was true. My
limbs felt light and hollow, except at their ends, where someone
had apparently replaced my hands and feet with ten pound weights.
But it hadn't been the patients, or even Matron, that had worried
me. I had an appointment with Tony at half-past four, just after my
shift finished and the idea of missing him, after the hundred
thousand second countdown from the last time, was too disappointing
to bear.

But as I
struggled to my feet I caught a glimpse of my face, pale and
flabby, in the mirror, and, with a dry retch, I smelled my own
blood. I sagged against the wall and let Brenda support me in her
soft, meaty arms.

The knock was
unusual; no one knocked on my door. We volunteers would always
announce ourselves with a shout, while Matron, on her weekly
inspections, would simply march in, concluding, I suppose, that
there was little she hadn't seen before. There was a rumour that, a
couple of years before, she had caught a couple in
flagrante, but since she only ever visited between three and
five on a weekday afternoon, they must either have been very stupid
or entirely consumed by lust.

The knock came
again, no louder than before, as if its maker were afraid of
sounding impatient. Perhaps it was someone from the kitchens with
another mug of tea. I never drank tea normally, and certainly not
with this much sugar, but the first one had been unexpectedly
delicious, running through my aching limbs like softened
electricity. I roused myself from the sleepy warmth of my nest.

‘Come in.’

The door opened
slowly, giving me time to change my mind.

‘Just me.’

I was one of
the patients now, cursed, literally cursed, unfit for the sight of
a priest. I closed my eyes and wished he would go away.

‘I shouldn't
have come.’

I opened one
eye very slightly, just enough to squint at him through my
eyelashes. He looked younger than his voice and his baggy green
jumper was unravelling at the hem. The glory of him dimmed all the
rest.

‘No it's all
right. Thanks. I'm glad.’

‘I was here
anyway, having a quick word with Joe. I bumped into Tess and she
asked me to bring you this.’ He held out a second hot water bottle.
‘She said you were - under the weather.’

I wondered what
words she had actually used. Probably those. She wouldn't, in her
fastidious truthfulness, have called it an illness, but I couldn't
see her talking to a priest about periods. Fortunately he didn't
ask, but sat down on the bed and took my hand.

‘You mean you
didn't come specially for me?’

There wasn't
any need to flirt, I knew that, but I wanted to keep him there, his
fingers covering mine, and I couldn't think of anything else to
say. He smiled, that long smile that showed the chip at the end of
one of his canine teeth. I wondered how it happened. I was jealous
of everything about him that had nothing to do with me.

‘Are you
fishing?’

‘Maybe a
bit.’

‘That's okay
then.’ Did his hand tighten a little? ‘But you don't have to. I
would have been straight round, you know, as soon as four-thirty
arrived and you weren't at the door.’

‘I could have
sent a message with Tess.’

‘Ah, Tess. His
voice had a touch of irony and, disloyally, I leapt at it, mentally
promising to make it up to her later. ‘The virtuous Teresa. But it
wouldn't have been much of a substitute.’

‘Wouldn't
it?’

‘You know it
wouldn't.’

The silence
came after all, inevitable and inexorable. Our joined hands seemed
to swell, like a great tumour that no one mentions but everybody
thinks about. My heart beat hard, but it seemed very slow. Part of
me knew what to do while the other part stood aside and watched.
With stealth, talking of something, Joe's chest, I think, I began
to turn my hand over.

At first he
thought I was pulling it away and I felt the pressure cease, saw
the brief loss across his face before it fell back into its
priestly mask. Then he realized, and the mask crumpled, breaking
into a hundred tiny lines the way it does when you put on a face
pack and then start laughing. His fingers helped mine into place
until they were clasped together, as close as a tiny child crossing
the road with Daddy.

‘Helen.’ There
was nothing hidden in his face any more, just the reflection of
mine, painful in its nakedness. Panic froze me. I felt like the
finder of a magic ring who lightly wishes for the world’s greatest
treasure and wakes to find it at his fireside.

‘Don't say it,’
I begged.

‘I won't say
it.’ His eyes, darker than I had ever seen them, still held a
mocking glint. ‘But if I can't say it, I must at least be allowed
to kiss you.’

I can't
remember whether I said anything then. The responses thundered into
my head like a regiment of cavalry but I don't think any of them
reached my mouth before he did. I thought I had never been kissed
so softly, and never by anyone whose lips fitted over mine so
perfectly, so that I could feel each fluid shape moving against me.
His tongue tasted of honey and long grass. I didn't want it ever to
end, but it was I who drew away.

‘Tess.
Matron.’

‘They'd think
their eyes were deceiving them.’ He took my shoulders, bare but for
the ribbon straps of my nightdress, and eased me back towards him.
This time he didn't kiss me straightaway but held me just far
enough to focus, his eyes moving around my face.

‘Helen. My
beautiful, beautiful, Helen.’

‘I love you.’ I
hadn't meant to say it, had just parted my lips to find breath to
look at him. He laughed and kissed me softly.

‘I thought we
weren't to say it.’

Red flamed my
face, flushing out the old sick pallor, and I felt the tears begin.
He saw them before they reached the surface and kissed each eyelid
closed.

‘It's okay.
It's okay. Everything’s all right now.’

He held me
close in his arms, my head buried in his jumper, breathing the
clean herbal smell of him, envying Miss McCormick the exquisite
pleasure of washing his clothes, feeling his soft confetti kisses
over my hair. I wept, silently and easily, letting the tears flow
with the blood between my legs. Finally he loosened his arms.

‘I must
go.’

‘Yes you
must.’

‘No, I don't
mean that. I have to see Matron about a new admission. I was going
to have to cut our instruction short anyway.’

‘Will she
guess?’

‘Matron? Why,
you weren't wearing scarlet lipstick, were you?’

I began to cry
again at that, at the thought of his leaving me to go out into the
world, a world in which there were Matrons, and women with scarlet
lipstick. He wiped the tears with a forefinger.

‘Don't cry. Is
it so horrible, having me adore you? When are you going to be
better? When can you come and see me?’

‘Tomorrow
evening?’

‘Tomorrow
evening would be wonderful. After half-seven, okay? I've got a Mass
at Little Pottering.’

I nodded and
began to lift a long blonde hair from his jumper. He stopped my
hand.

‘Don't. I want
to keep it.’

‘But Matron -
’

‘Will think
I've been visiting a parishioner with a golden retriever. Now I
really have to go.’

‘I'm not
stopping you.’

He kissed me
harder, the edges of his lips imprinting mine and his tongue
reaching inside me, drawing out my breath. My swaddled vagina
throbbed with pain. One of his hands was tangled in my hair while
with the other he twisted my fingers into his. He released me and
we were both trembling.

‘That'll teach
you to pout at me.’

‘I'm
sorry.’

He smiled. ‘I'm
not. If you can't pout as delightfully as that when you're - how
old are you?’

‘Nearly
eighteen.’

‘How
nearly?’

I told him.

‘Aha.’ For a
moment he was the avuncular priest again, plotting surprises for
the children. Then he glanced down at the neckline of my nightdress
and I was a woman. ‘Seventeen.’ He traced the outline of my lips
with his finger. ‘I really do have to go now. You’ll come
tomorrow?’

‘Of
course.’

‘Of course.’ He
seemed to find that funny and I was still wondering why when the
door closed and I realised that he had gone. I sank down into the
blood-spotted sheets and into a deep and smiling sleep.




I'm up and out of bed
now, but not out of the flat, which surprises me. There's something
about it, the muggy warmth, the mildewed window that never opens,
even the girlie mags so hastily hidden on top of the bathroom
cabinet, that makes me feel at ease. Soon, I expect, I shall begin
to be revolted by it, will start to crave my cool blue spaces
again. But not yet. Now, I'm content just to chip away at the worst
of the squalor.

I am washing up
this afternoon. Steve has a dishwasher, of course, but something
blue and furring has been left in it for several weeks and I can't
open the door without retching and remembering the taste of
someone's boot in my mouth. Anyway, there is something comforting
about doing it the old way. I can pretend that I am back at home
with Mum.

Steve comes
back from meeting a geezer in Hackney - they are all geezers in
Hackney - and stands contemplatively on the kitchen threshold. He
makes me mildly nervous. Normally the sight of me standing like
this in front of the window, with my back to him, would be more
than enough to excite him and he would be behind me by now, his
hands up my skirt or over my breasts, his hard penis nuzzling
between my buttocks. I don't think it's what I want, but at least
I'd know that things were normal. I think I could do it now, I'm
just a bit fragile, but the sexual tension that strung me taut when
I first came back to London was kicked right out of me that night.
The nearest I come to desire is in my dreams of Baby Bede,
half-remembered in the morning, the way his fingers spread like
tiny starfish on my shoulders.

I throw Steve a
tea-towel, still shiny, the only one he owns, I think. He catches
it and smears it around an ashtray.

I can't stand
the uncertainty. Is it my face? It looks all right in Steve's
smoked-glass mirrors but maybe the bruises haven't really healed. I
try to catch my reflection in the taps, surreptitiously, but he
isn't looking at me anyway, staring past at the Docklands
skyline.

Pretending that
I need a Brillo pad, I deliberately lean across him, letting my
breasts brush his arm and my hip rub against the front of his
trousers. There is a brief flicker but nothing more.

‘Helen,’ he
begins, falsely nonchalant.

‘Um?’ I can do
the same.

‘My brother's
just had a baby.’


‘Miraculous.’

‘Pedantic
bureaucrat.’ That's better. It's the first time he's insulted me
since I got back. ‘I mean that his wife's had a baby. A girl. I'm
an uncle.’


‘Congratulations.’

‘Yeah, well, it
got me thinking. I've never really seen them close up, you know.
Kids. Not that tiny. Have you?’

I make a
non-committal sort of noise. He takes it as a negative.

‘P'raps you
should. She - little Tot'nam - she's - not what I expected. I
thought she'd be like one of those babies in adverts, all fat and
smug, like some bastard that's just stitched you on a load of
shitty merchandise.’

‘Steve!’

‘I know, it's
kind of like blasphemy, isn't it? Not liking babies. That's why I
never said nothing about it before. But Tottie, she was only three
days old when I saw her. She wasn't smug at all, just kind of
surprised and wondering. It made me want to make everything okay
for her. Like she'd got this sort of wisdom about how the world
ought to be, and it was going to be a bloody great shock to find
out what a load of shit we'd turned it into. D'ye think I'm talking
crap?’

‘No. I know
what you mean.’

‘You do? Good.
It made me think, you see, maybe these other babies, maybe they're
not such smug bastards either. Deep down. Maybe they're just trying
to figure it all out and, like, putting on a poker face so as no
one can work out what they're thinking. I've done that often enough
myself, when its a big deal and you're got to calculate your margin
on the hoof. And I was thinking as well, if it's your own kid, it
probably doesn't even look smug at all, just happy and then you
just reckon you must be doing some of it right. This being a dad
thing.’

‘You've really
thought about this, haven't you, Steve?’

‘Yeah. Yeah,
that's what I wanted to talk to you about. That's why I haven't -
you know. I mean, at first I didn't because of those fucking girls
fucking you up.’

‘You didn't
fuck me because of the fucking girls fucking me up?’

He frowns. He
doesn't mind the word as an adjective, or to indicate violence,
uses it all the time, but in its proper sense he thinks it shocking
and coarse. Especially for a woman. I shouldn't have said that,
upset him, but I'm getting nervous now that I recognise what all
this is about. It's the same old story, the same closing scenario
that I played with Barney and Rick and whoever came before that. I
wish I could just walk out straightaway, but Steve's obviously been
building up to this for a while and it wouldn't be fair to deprive
him of his epilogue. As it is, he's been talking for another couple
of minutes and I haven't heard a word of it.

‘When we've
been married a year or so, maybe we could think about having one of
our own. Or two, preferably. Mind you, I'm one of five, and my mum
- ’

‘Hang on a
moment, Steve, I think I've missed something. ‘When we've been
what a year or so?’

‘Married. I
asked you to marry me about forty-five seconds ago.’

‘Did you? What
did I say?’

This isn't the
usual script. Not by any stretch. The others all decided, like
Steve, that they needed wives and children, but I've never been on
the shortlist before. Barney only actually told me on the way to
his own engagement party, to a second cousin in Muswell Hill. It
turned out that he was bringing me along as a blind date for his
brother Dennis. Of course, none of his family had ever heard of me.
I went along with it, too, which must demonstrate something. It
wasn't too bad in the end. Dennis was much nicer than Barney, dark,
ugly and intellectual in a sad, Woody Allen sort of way, but he
wasn't my type, and I never saw any of them again.

‘You didn't say
anything. I'm just jabbering on to fill up the silence.’

Two months ago
I would have been straight out of here, pausing only to book Steve
into the nearest psychiatric clinic, or whatever serves as a
psychiatric clinic for men like him. The pub on the corner,
probably. But I dreamed of Bede again last night, that Tess went
away to look for Cuthbert and I could miraculously feed the baby.
It isn't the nursing itself that I remember now - I can't begin to
imagine that - but his falling asleep, warm and sated, on my chest.
I can still feel the damp weight of him, except that now it feels
like a hole. I'd do almost anything to fill it up.

But not marry
Steve. It's tempting, of course. It must be pretty rare to find
your lover's biological clock starting to tick at the same time as
yours. They'd be lovely babies, with his twinkling monkey eyes and
little pug nose. He'd be a great father too, adoring but
disciplined and enough like a child himself that he could roll
around on the floor without any inhibitions. It's not enough,
though. I chose Steve, I thought he chose me, exactly because we'd
never get this far. Steve, Barney, all of them, going right back to
Terry; I slept with them because they didn't know me, would never
creep inside my head to finish off my sentences, would never leave
me on the brink of a precipice, feeling as though my soul had spun
over the edge without me. If I'd never been in love, maybe this
would be enough; good-humoured banter, satisfied lust, the promise
of children. But what if the children never came? The horror of
that, the bitter ticking of the clock - No, it won't do. Even if it
hadn't been for Tony, it still wouldn't do. And as it is -

I say no. I
ought to say no and walk straight out, make a clean cut without any
ragged ends to snag on. It isn't even as though I'd have to pack;
even the clothes I'm wearing are Steve's. I could send them back
tomorrow.

I stand in the
kitchen, my hands still stuck in the fuzz of bubbles and I can't
move. Without the sink to lean against, I think I'd actually fall
over. My arms ache, right down in the bones, and I've only washed a
few coffee mugs.

Steve can see
it all. That's what I mean about being a good father; he's a
natural at that sort of thing.

‘You can't go
yet,’ he says. ‘You're not well enough. It doesn't make any
difference, the marriage thing. It was just an idea.’

I wash another
glass, to cover up how pathetic I feel, how grateful. The trouble
is that the water's cold and it still comes out smeary.

‘Babe,’ says
Steve. He touches me now, but only on my shoulders, to turn me away
from the sink and keep me upright. If things were always like this
I could easily marry him. ‘Babe, you've done too much. Why don't
you have a bath and tuck yourself up in bed? I've got some business
to get on with anyway. Paperwork and stuff. I'll come through later
on and see if there's anything you need.’

He's right
again. I even rummage around in his airing cupboard and find clean
sheets for the bed. It's a struggle, wrestling with the super king
size duvet, but it's worth it. I feel safe now, in Steve's pyjamas
- he never wears pyjamas - a present from whichever aunt gave him
the tea towel? - seven sizes too big.

I think I fall
asleep, because I only have a drowsy idea of his coming in with a
cup of tea and tiptoeing away again.

Then there are
voices. At first I think they're out in the street, but then they
come inside. Steve and someone else. It's not often that I've heard
the other voice, but it doesn't need to be. He makes quite sure
that, by the time he speaks, you're ready to listen.

I can't hear
what they're saying, not even with the tumbler against the wall
trick. I don't know if that ever works outside films. Probably not
with cavity insulation. I get cold, crouched by the wall and my hip
starts to ache - it's not quite healed there yet, so I creep back
into bed. I burrow under the duvet and stretch, but it isn't the
same. I try to tell myself that it isn't him, that I'm paranoid,
but I'm not convinced. It wouldn't be difficult to track me down
here, not for someone with contacts. I don't know how Steve's
managing to keep him out of the bedroom, unless he's planning to
stay all night and wait for me to wake up in the morning. I'm just
wondering whether I can escape, thinking about the useless little
balcony, the seven storey drop down to the car park, my dodgy hip,
when the voices in the next room get louder.

‘See you then,
Charlie,’ says Steve. He doesn't sound like a man whose wounded
girlfriend is under threat. Not even his wounded ex.

‘See you,
Steve.’ The door bangs shut and I can hear the man running down the
stairs, efficiently, three steps, then a little pause. Suddenly the
bed feels comfortable again and I don't want to get out of it. It's
still a haven, an interlude from real life. But I'll regret it
later if I don't check. I raise the white - the off-white - roller
blind up an inch or so. It screeches, but I don't suppose he'll
hear that from the street. I kneel, shielding my eyes with my
hands, and focus on the little block, six cars by two, designated
for visitors’ parking. Two Saabs, a Merc, a BMW, two Audis, two
Golfs, one of them convertible, a Land Cruiser and three, yes
three, Range Rovers. It's that sort of development, Steve's.

Two men come
out of the front door, one just behind the other. They don't look
as though they're together but maybe that's just the way they want
it.

The first man
walks quickly across the courtyard, his shoulders hunched. He's
small and thin, wearing a glossy suit that's far too big for him,
unless it's just the way he walks. I've never seen him before, and
the relief is like whisky through my blood. He gets into the Golf -
the hard-topped one - and drives away.

I'm almost
ready to get up from the floor, to call through to Steve for
another hot water bottle, when the second man comes back into my
line of sight. He moves slowly, scanning the windows all the way
across the building. I can see his eyes moving under the dark brows
that almost join together, but I can't tell where they're
focussing. I want to come away from the window but I'm afraid the
movement will attract his attention. He stops, rigid, like a bird,
directly under me. I don't even dare to move my eyes. For a few
seconds we both stay like that, motionless, then he turns abruptly
and walks over to the newest Range Rover. Of course. I still don't
move, not until the red taillights have gone and by then I can't
get up without Steve.

‘Silly girl,’
he says, raising me up almost as gently as Rob did that time. ‘What
on earth do you think you're doing down there?’

‘Fresh
air?’

‘You don't
think these open, do you? On the seventh floor? Do you know how
many merchant bankers live in this building? Bad day in Tokyo and
you'd have half of Coutts with their brains splattered across the
tarmac.’

I shudder, the
real kind, that rattles your bones.

‘Sorry babe. I
shouldn't have said that. Not while you're still convalescing. Come
on, back into bed.’

‘Steve, who was
that man?’ I know, of course, but I want to see whether he'll tell
me the truth.

‘What man?’

‘The man who's
just been to see you. I heard voices.’

‘Did we disturb
you, sweetheart? Sorry about that. His name's Charlie Carpenter.
Won't mean anything to you, I don't suppose.’

‘No,’ I say.
I'm not sure why. There's never been anything particularly secret
about Carpenter's visits to the Department. Not as the Minister's
chauffeur, anyway. ‘What did he want?’

‘Oh, just a
deal we're tying up. Carpenter always likes to have the final
handshake face to face. I generally go to him, but I didn't like to
leave you.’

‘What sort of
deal?’ I speak sharply and Steve stares at me for a moment. Then he
grins.

‘I see.
Reconsidering after all, are you? Checking up to see if I've been a
naughty boy? No, this one's strictly kosher. Carpenter runs a
property development firm, you see, and I supply a lot of his
materials. That's all I am, I'm afraid, just a glorified builders’
merchant. A kind of Nineties version of the little man your dad
used to get cross-headed screws from. So, you needn't worry.
Stephen junior won't need to fill in a form once a fortnight to
come and visit his old man.’

He's standing
by the bed, still holding my elbows, closer than we've been all
fortnight. I ought to tell him he's got the wrong idea. I will,
pretty soon. Just a couple more questions.

‘When you say
he runs the firm - ?’

‘Opera
Developments. Well, officially he owns it. It's his name on the
letterhead. But I reckon there's someone else behind it. You need
serious capital to keep an outfit like that going and I don't
believe Carpenter's got that sort of cash. No, there's someone
else, someone big, who doesn't want it known how far his empire
extends. Media, it could be. I've never bothered finding out.
Charlie's got the authority so far as I'm concerned; I don't need
to look any further.’

‘But you could?
Find out, I mean?’

‘I suppose so.
Look, what is this? I thought you didn't know the guy. You're not
thinking that he had something to do with those girls, are
you?’

I didn't
before, but now I start to wonder.

‘Did he mention
me?’

‘You're getting
obsessed, babe. Of course he didn't. He was here on business, I
told you. Oh, he asked after you, of course. They all do.’

‘All who?’

‘My mates.
Terry, Dezza, the posse. I've had to tell them why I haven't been
out lately. They'd have had my memorial service by now otherwise,
the number of pool nights I've missed.’

I shiver again,
but maybe it's just the thought of pool.

‘By name?’

‘What?’

‘Do your
friends know my name? My full name?’

He drops his
hands from my elbows, letting me sink down on to the bed. He's
looking irritated now. ‘I don't think so, no. “Helen, civil
servant,” that's all I say.’ He turns away, starts to fiddle with
the roller blind. ‘It's not as though I know much more myself, is
it? You've never exactly been forthcoming.’

‘That makes two
of us.’

I should have
gone before, after the washing up. It's all turning nasty now, like
I knew it would.

‘I'll go now,’
I say. He doesn't turn from the window. ‘Could I use your phone,
please?’

He doesn't
answer for a few seconds, then turns around, his face blazing.

‘Fucking hell,
Helen, you're a cold bitch sometimes. Of course you can use the
bloody phone. Use anything, take anything. It's yours. Haven't you
listened to a word I've said?’

‘I'm sorry,
Steve. Like I said, I can't marry you. To be honest, I can't quite
understand why you asked. I thought it - us - was just - ’

‘Just sex? God,
I thought it was supposed to be men who were like that. So you're
thinking about Charlie, now, are you? As what? Just another bit of
rough? Or does it depend on his asset management?’

I shudder
again, really shudder this time. Even Steve can't mistake the
revulsion. ‘It's not that. I do know him.’

‘Carpenter?
How?’

‘Through work.
I'd rather not - ’

‘Say any more?
Yeah, I know. There were members of the French Resistance, you
know, who were more indiscrete than you. So, you reckon Charlie's
checking up on you?’

‘Something like
that.’ The more I think about it, the less right it all seems. It
made sense that the Minister should try to get me out of London to
write the report, avoid the sob stories and the special pleading.
But this is going too far, even for his control fixation. Carpenter
saw me at the window, I'm sure now. And I'm equally sure he wanted
me to know he was watching. ‘I'm not very happy about it.’

‘Anything I can
do?’

‘I think there
is, yes. But I shouldn't ask you. Not now.’

‘Oh, sod all
that.’ He plonks himself down on the bed and engulfs me in a bear
hug. ‘I shouldn't have lost my temper. Of course you don't want to
marry a barrow boy like me. It was crazy even to think of it. Just
- ’

‘What?’

‘Don't do it
again, Hel? Not to some other poor blighter. Don't make him care
about you then tell him it was just his dick you were after. We're
not as tough as we look, you know.’

‘No?’ I'm
thinking of Tony. He didn't look tough, but he was, in the end.

‘So what do you
want me to do?’

‘Could you tell
your friends that I've gone away? Back into the country?’

‘Sure.’

‘And could you
find out who's really behind Opera Developments?’

‘Babe!’

‘You said you
could. Please, Steve. I wouldn't ask if it wasn't important.’

‘Your job?’

‘Sort of. At a
bit of a tangent. But I need to know before I go much further. I
could phone you in a couple of weeks. No one would know.’

‘This job of
yours - it's not the DTI, is it?’

‘No, nothing
like that. Look, I'm not asking you to grass on a mate over some
minor infringement of corporate law. It's personal, this one. I
just don't feel safe not knowing.’

‘Safe?’ He
looks as though he'd like to tie me down to the bed and mount a
twenty-four hour watch. ‘Are you in some kind of danger?’

‘No. No, of
course not. I meant - ’ I need to think quickly now. ‘I meant
professionally safe. You'll do it?’

He nods.

‘Thanks.
Really, thank you. And I'd better make that phone call now.’

Geoffrey
answers, bleak and practical.

‘Any news?’

‘I'm afraid
not. I've been a bit held up. I had an accident.’

‘Nothing
serious, I hope?’ He gets it over with as briskly as he can,
doesn't ask for any details, just like lawyers don't ask for
details of your divorce or accountants of your pension. They’re all
terrified of a busman's holiday.

‘No, I'm better
now. It just meant that I couldn't be out walking the streets for a
while.’ Steve, pretending not to listen, raises his eyebrows.

‘But you can
look for him now.’ He makes it sound simple, like picking up a
dropped coin. ‘Tess is relying on you. She tells me that you're an
expert on the subject. Homelessness.’
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