
Folkestone
Beef

Paul Brasington



1

Frank Buckland visited Folkestone harbour in the last century and saw that most

of the fishermen’s houses were adorned with “festoons of fish hung out to dry.

There was no head, tail or fins to them … the rough skin on their reverse side told

me at once they were a species of dogfish. I asked what they were? ‘Folkestone

beef,’ was the reply. What sort of fish is this? ‘That’s a Rig;’ and this? ‘That’s a

Huss;’” …. He went on to say that as soon as the boats arrived, the fish-dealers

could be seen cutting the heads, tails and fins and halving the fish, which were then

salted and hung out to dry. When grilled they tasted like veal chops, and were eaten

“by the poorer class, as relish for breakfast”

Jane Grigson Fish Cookery 1973
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When she could spare the time from the pressure of work Claire would walk out of

the school at the lunch break, walk down the hill to sit for a while on the beach at

Sandgate, looking at the sea, thinking of nothing in particular. It moved her easily,

gently, and this calmed her, this common, human response to the sea.

It felt like an ordinary day. It was early October and a chill had come into the air,

but the sun was still bright and it cheered her. It felt like an ordinary day. They

always do, she thought afterwards. She had left the beach and as she came back

onto the main road through the village she heard the church bell ringing, but it was

not a bell. If it had been an ordinary church bell she would probably have failed to

notice it, but Sandgate did not have much of a church. It was more like a chapel

crouched to one side of the first rise of the hill that took you back into Folkestone.

There was no tower, no obvious place for bells as she looked up at it, and she

thought there was something artificial about the ringing tone, a flatness and a

background hiss. She realised she was listening to a tape, amplified and played out

over the street, and then she saw the reason as a hearse and its followers eased

themselves down the hill and made the turn into the road leading up to the front

of the church. Looking back she could have said this was an omen, but at the time

it seemed unremarkable. It seemed only curious, a focus for her attention as she

walked under the shadow of the church and up the hill. She found herself thinking

of another slow death, the apparent fading of the Church of England as part of the

fabric of the country. The thought came into her head and hung around there. The

fake bells were a sign of these times, a reproduction ritual to ease the routine

feelings of the grieving, with no true substance. She would never have called

herself religious, but it seemed a real loss.

The taped bells fell away behind her as she climbed the hill, the steep path off the

road back up to the school. She followed some sixth formers in through the main

gate. They had probably been out for a cigarette. People did such stupid things.

These were supposed to be intelligent girls. They knew they were harming them-

selves, but somehow put this out of their minds, or perhaps they thought they

would be the lucky ones, the rare few who got away with it, dying from some other

Toll
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disease or failing organ. They must have known how unlikely this was (they had

been told), but then theirs was hardly a calculated risk.

They were old enough legally to smoke. It was against school rules but it would

have served no purpose to punish them, even if she had caught them. Some

offences were best ignored. Or (for all she knew) the girls might have been out

shopping, or like her gone out for a stroll. She pushed open the doors of the foyer

and began to walk through the school. A teacher reached out of the shadows and

took her arm, stopping her. Later she found she could not remember who it was.

Perhaps she had imagined it, but no, that didn’t make sense. The teacher had said

“The head’s looking for you. I think it’s urgent.”

Claire nodded. It had been a woman’s voice. She remembered that much.

She thought it was likely to have been a woman’s voice. She turned and went back

on her steps, beginning to wonder what could be wrong. She had a cool relation-

ship with Angela French, the head teacher. They respected each other but were

mutually wary. Claire did not want to see her now. There was no particular reason,

or perhaps it was because it seemed an effort and she didn’t feel she had the energy

to make an effort right now. She wanted to sit down.

The school secretary was hovering outside the head’s office door. She seemed

worried, and her face brightened when she saw Claire. She stepped quickly

towards her and then stopped awkward as if not sure what gesture she should

make.

“I’m so glad they’ve found you. I’m sure we’ll be able to clear this up very quickly.”

Claire stopped walking.

“What are you talking about? Clear what up?”

The woman hesitated, her fluster returning. She half turned, beckoning Claire to

follow her.

“Come through,” she said. “It’s the police. They want to see you.”

The police; her stomach convulsed, a movement which became a giddiness in her

head, or a cloud seeping through her, turning her surroundings grey, alienating

her from the moment. She steadied herself and began to follow the woman

through to the office, the surroundings blurring around her. There was Angela

French, rising from her desk, and another man and woman dressed in suits getting

up. She had been expecting uniforms. The head wore a strained face and she

stretched it to a smile.
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“Claire, this is Detective Inspector Grant and Detective Sergeant …”

“Rowan,” said the woman, holding out her hand. Claire took it, and then shook

the man’s hand. It was a warm handshake, and surprisingly feeble. He seemed a

tall, strong man.

“Take my chair,” said the head. “I’ll leave you to it.”

Claire was struggling for words. They all sat down as her colleagues left them.

She could hear in her head the echoing ring of the fake bell. She looked from one

to the other. Grant seemed big even when sitting down, in his late thirties or early

forties she thought with a square face and dark hair. Rowan was younger, with

cropped fine hair and a thinner face, good cheekbones and long nose. She had very

bright blue eyes. Claire drew breath, put her hands flat on the table. This seemed

to steady her, though she could still feel the ringing in her head.

“This seems very bad,” she said. “I have no idea what you want to talk to me about

but the way you are here, it just feels very bad. I mean, I’m not used to sitting down

with the police like this... It’s not … normal.”

Grant tried to smile a little as if to reassure her, but then he said

“We need to ask you some questions. We’re trying to verify some information.”

“Am I suspected of something?”

“Should you be?” said Rowan quickly. She had a girlish voice, like one of the girls

in year twelve. That voice always irritated Claire. Perhaps she thought she was

being sharp here, impressing her partner. But he said

“These are routine enquiries, merely to verify statements that have already been

made to us. We need you to answer some simple questions. Can you tell us where

you were yesterday evening?”

“At what time? I mean, well, it doesn’t matter. I was at home.”

That was easy. It was true. Or at least, it was true enough; she didn’t have to go

into every detail. Then she added

“You have to tell me what this is about.”

“In due course,” said Grant, “but if you could just answer the questions. Were you

at home all evening?”

Claire struggled. It was like she did not remember, not for sure. It was the

pressure of the moment. That must have been it. But she had nothing to hide. She

knew she had done nothing wrong.

“I got in at about six-thirty.”
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“You’re sure about the time?”

“My husband called, saying he was going to be late at work. I looked at the clock

then.”

The two detectives exchanged glances.

“So what time did he come home?”

“It was about, I don’t know, some time after ten.”

“And you were on your own all that time? I mean, there’s no one else who could

verify your presence at home? Did anyone call you for instance?”

Claire wanted to scream at them, what is this about? She pushed her hands

harder against the desk, feeling the pressure in her forearms.

“If you just answer the question we can be quickly finished,” said Grant, and she

could not have asked for more. It was his job to read her thoughts. She was still

struggling to get a sense of what her evening had been like. She knew she had been

anxious about Robert. She was not going to tell them about this. It was none of

their business. But she had spoken to Robert later. There was no harm in telling

them this much.

“I called my husband later, some time after nine … to see how he was getting on.

He’ll confirm it, or you can check with your telephone records, or whatever you

do.”

The woman’s eyes moved to the man, but he continued to look straight at Claire.

“Have you any idea why your husband would call his ex-wife?” This came from

the woman, Rowan. Claire stiffened.

“Last night?”

“At any time.”

She shrugged. “He spoke to her regularly. He had to make arrangements for the

children, for when he was going to see them. That and a hundred other practical

things.”

“And how would you characterise his relations with his wife?”

That was a question and a half. She became exasperated.

“For God’s sake … what’s that got to do with anything? I’d say they were cordial,

in recent years for sure. Not close but cordial.”

“Not at first then,” said Grant quietly. “Not before these recent years?”

Claire asked
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“Are you divorced inspector? If the TV programmes are to be believed most

policemen of about your age are divorced. It’s the pressure of the job I think they

say.”

Grant did not vary his tone. He spoke quietly, pacing the words carefully, a little

slowly. He was in control.

“I have two young girls. I live with my wife. Now please answer the question.”

Claire could hear her voice rising, taking a tone like her mother’s voice.

“Well believe me divorce is not pleasant. It makes people bitter and angry. All this

happened long before I met my husband but he’s told me about it. By the time I

knew him things were calmer. They weren’t friends but they got on. They could

arrange things for the children. It’s better for the children when their parents get

on. I see it in my work often enough.”

While she was speaking she was calming herself down. The echo of her mother

was more than enough to calm her down, to send her reaching for another part of

herself.

“So you would say they were on good terms?”

“I’d say they were as good as you can expect. We were all just getting on with our

different lives.” She took another deep, deliberate breath. “These are more ques-

tions than you said you were going to ask. I think you have to tell me what this is

about.”

Grant leaned back, turned briefly to Rowan and nodded. She said

“Do you know when your husband last saw his wife?”

“I’m his bloody wife!” Claire shouted at them both. “”And I saw him this morning

before we both went to work. And you’re not telling me what this is about!”

Rowan flushed. Claire was glad to see it. It calmed her again.

“I’m sorry,” said the sergeant. “Of course I meant, his ex-wife. But do you know

if he’s seen her recently? This is really our last question.”

“A few days ago,” Claire replied. “He took his youngest son out.”

Then she sat back and waited. The gesture was supposed to signify that she had

had enough. Rowan said

“We took your husband into custody this morning. We are holding him for

questioning relating to the murder of Marianne Davies.”
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It was the cloud sweeping back through her, icy this time. “What did you say?”

She managed to get the words out, but she felt again that her voice was failing.

Rowan continued

“The body of Marianne Davies was discovered in her home by her cleaner at

approximately nine o’clock this morning. She appears to have been raped and

savagely beaten. There was no sign of forced entry to the house, and no sign of

disturbance in the house outside the living room and hall where the assault appears

to have taken place. We believe the time of death to have been between seven and

nine pm last night.”

Claire continued to struggle.

“But you can’t think … Robert would never hurt anyone, or anything. He hasn’t

got that in him. How could you arrest Robert? I spoke to him. He can’t have been

there!”

Grant leaned forward again, his elbows resting on his knees, his fingers clasped

together. He spoke as if he were thinking it through for himself aloud.

“Your husband has not been arrested. We have no evidence to link him to the

crime. But it is a terrible crime and you will understand, in cases like these, we have

first to eliminate the obvious. And your husband, Mrs Davies’ ex-husband, is an

obvious possibility.”

“But he was at his office!”

“It would seem so, but from your own testimony you can have no idea of his

movements between six thirty and some time after nine, or indeed between that

time and his return to your home.”

“But …” she was thinking fast, trying to think this through. An important idea was

lurking around her head. It surged in her head. “The children!” she said. “My God,

the children, what’s happened to the children? Where were they? Have they been

told?”

Grant nodded grimly.

“They were with their grandmother. They did this regularly, as you probably know,

and would stay over for the night. That was a good thing. Otherwise they might

have come home and discovered the body. That would have been a terrible thing

for them. We have spoken to the grandmother, but the children had already left for

school. I believe the daughter is here.”

“So they don’t know you have arrested their father …”
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“Mr Warren is not under arrest…”

“I know, he’s helping you with your enquiries, or whatever. It doesn’t matter. He

should be with his children right now.”

Grant shook his head slowly.

“I’m sure you’ll understand, we will release him as soon as possible, if we do not

arrest and charge him.”

“And when’s that going to be?”

“A few hours perhaps. We have to verify certain facts. In the meantime, thank you.

I think we’re finished here. For the moment. I have to ask that you do not leave

the area without notifying us, in case we need to ask you more questions.”

Not leave the area, like she was under suspicion. She was too shocked to protest.

Grant stood up, placing a card on the desk between them while Rowan beside him

also came to her feet. Claire picked up the card, turning it over in her fingers,

taking in the printed logo, the words Kent Police. She looked at them and asked

that they should call her when Robert was released, so she could take him from the

police station. Rowan said she would do this and made a show of noting Claire’s

mobile number. Claire looked at them both blankly. She could not believe this was

happening to her. She had done nothing wrong. She had chosen to live a quiet life.

This drama, these catastrophes, they happened to other people. She nodded at the

detectives as they took themselves out, remaining in the head’s chair, a chaos in

her mind.

Angela French and her secretary came back in. Some sense of propriety returned,

and Claire stood up quickly from the chair, though she felt immediately unsteady

on her feet. She looked at the other women and suddenly felt tearful.

“Did they tell you what this was about?”

The head stepped forward, wanting to show sympathy. She might have done this

out of genuine feeling, or because she thought it was part of her job to support her

staff in difficult moments. She put a hand on Claire’s arm, close to her shoulder.

“They said it was about your husband, nothing more.”

What could she begin to tell them? She was going to have to go through this again

and again in the coming days. Maybe she should write something down and hand

out pieces of paper. It would save her voice. She felt the strain in her throat, its

tension and work as she spoke.
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“His ex-wife … Gracie Warren’s mother … I mean, has her grandmother been in

touch with the school?”

French looked the question at her secretary, who said no, quietly.

“She will be. She’s probably wondering what to say. Her daughter, Grace’s

mother has been murdered. It’s awful. They think she was raped too, a vicious

attack. They’re holding Robert for questioning. It’s the first thing you do isn’t it?

You pull in the husband, especially if it’s an ex-husband. They admit they don’t

have any real evidence. Anyone who’s ever met Robert, they’d tell you he couldn’t

do anything like that.”

The head nodded, though the shock had overwhelmed the sympathy on her face.

“You had better go home. We’ll sort things out with the grandmother and Grace.”

Claire did not want this.

“If she hasn’t been told, I have to help her. You must call Marianne’s mother … I

imagine we have the number, an emergency contact number.”

Claire suggested that she make the call, but they discouraged her and she did not

want to resist them. She had to preserve her energies. They came back and told

her, the grandmother had been waiting for news of Robert, thinking it best if he

could be with them when they heard what had happened. Claire wondered for the

moment whether this was an admirable sensitivity or a postponement of the

difficult moment. She had only met Elizabeth Davies on a few busy occasions. She

was a widow, and liked to have the children, her only grandchildren, as often as

she could. Claire had suggested that the grandmother should come for the children

now, since it could be hours before the police released Robert. Claire had said she

would bring Robert to them as soon as she could. But while Mrs Davies collected

the youngest Richard Claire would speak to Grace. She thought that if she failed

to do this Grace would believe she had run away from her. Claire did not want her

to think so badly of her.

This much was agreed. Now she was waiting still in the head’s office, waiting for

Grace to arrive. She had placed herself in one of the other chairs, the one used by

Sergeant Rowan. She had put her hands flat on the tops of her thighs, collecting

herself, thinking through what she could make of the story, her movements last

night, what she must have been doing when Marianne was attacked. She had not

begun to imagine what it must have been like for Marianne. She did not want to

sympathise so much, acknowledging the awkwardness of her position, not wanting
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to pretend that she had liked the woman however terrible her end (and Claire

imagined that it was truly terrible). But she liked Grace and felt for her. She could

and should give her some comfort.

Still is was the forced repetition of the difficult moment, the moment where you

had to think through someone else’s shock and misery, reach out across the

normal decent space between people and tread in areas she would not choose to

visit, trying to anticipate feeling and make comfort by sharing the right parts of her

feelings. It would be fine when Robert was released, she told herself. The

questions would stop then and she could withdraw into the background. She had

no doubt that Robert would be released. It was unimaginable that he could have

done something so monstrous. He was an ordinary man. His faults would not

make him a monster.

She heard the door open and she looked up. Grace had stepped into the room.

She saw the blurred shape of the school secretary behind her and then the door

closed again. Grace could seem very poised and mature, but she had already

sensed there was something wrong. She said “Claire”, which she only called her

out of school, signalling her disorientation. Claire took a hand from her lap and

patted the seat of the chair beside her.

“You had better sit down,” she said. “I have something terrible to tell you.”

She forced the words out somehow. She watched the young girl’s face while she

spoke, unable to make out what was going on in her head, though in no doubt she

was trying to make sense of the words she heard. Then her face seemed to crumple

with her body. That was easier to understand. Grace put her hands to her face and

began to sob. Claire had been expecting this but it did not help her. For a few

moments she felt awkwardly confronted by the girl’s grief. Physical gestures did

not come easily to her even when she understood what was required. She held

back for those moments, while Grace’s sobs shook her whole body, then some-

thing deeper than reflection took over Claire, and she reached out for her step-

daughter’s convulsing shoulders, pulled her to her and wrapped her in her arms.

Grace kept her hands to her cheeks and eyes where they were trapped by Claire’s

embrace, but she let herself be pulled close. They sat there, strained together until

the first shock had eased, and Grace was able to calm herself.

Afterwards Claire thought, she had given her no details, told her only that

someone, a madman or someone had broken in on her mother and killed her.
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When the sobbing stopped she explained about Robert, and assured her that he

would be with them all by the evening. Grace should not fret about the police,

Claire told her. He would be with them all as soon as he could. Then she had

hugged her step-daughter a little more, without even thinking about it.
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Folkestone was a town dreaming it could re-invent itself, dreaming in the hope of

a different collective spirit which would work against the drift of the fifty thousand

souls who lived there, their busy lives, as if this change could bring some meaning

they had missed.

The hope of change was in the air, intangible but real, like a shimmer or scent. It

was there in the stories, the headlines in the papers, in the scaffolding put up on

the long derelict buildings, the boarded windows that seemed to speak for the dead

silence of the abandoned buildings but might just be promising new life. It was a

hope of progress, a movement forward which was something more than the

lumpen everyday passage of time, the plod past of each day, or month, another

year.

In this time of change, on the day she met Robert Warren (it was her forty-first

birthday) Claire had been asking herself whether she would be content to spend

the remaining half of her life alone, assuming she had reached the mid-point of her

life. She found herself untroubled by the prospect, whether she had twenty or forty

years left. She had grown used to the solitude and liked her independence.

Circumstance came along to mock the face of her resolve, her embrace of what she

had. That evening Claire met Robert. A year later she married him, conceding her

independence for his regular companionship, though she had never felt particular-

ly alone. It seemed the right thing to do at the time. We all change our minds, often

easily when there seems a reason.

Claire had planned to spend that evening on her own. It was a way of acknowl-

edging her single condition, and embracing it. She did not want to cook, and she

did not want to sit at a restaurant table by herself. Instead she went down to the

harbour for some fish and chips. She had salad at home, and a good bottle of white

wine. She thought she might watch a romantic film, not because she felt particular-

ly romantic, but because she imagined it would entertain her without making too

many demands. Her mother would have been scornful of this, and that seemed a

good enough reason to do what she herself wanted.

On the other hand she might just settle down with a book. Claire still liked

reading. She had to read for her work, but this did not dilute the pleasure. She

Huss
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counted herself lucky that she had a job she half cared about. She had a degree in

English Literature from York University. She said she loved words, the way the

sound of them and sometimes even the look of them could shape how we felt. If

she did not have the energy for a book she could always look at The Guardian’s

cryptic crossword. She would rarely complete more than half the clues, but she

was too stubborn or at times felt life was too short to spend hours studying clues

and their answers, or however it was that you came to know the rules of the game.

It was a diversion, and when she had had enough she would let it go.

This was the simple pleasure of her solitary condition. She could choose

between these things. She could do what she wanted.

Claire was head of the English department at the local girls’ grammar school, and

as far as she knew moderately popular with her colleagues. At least, no one disliked

her. Outside work she had an established circle of friends and they had naturally

asked her what she planned to do to celebrate her birthday. She told them she

would be busy, and let them think there was some kind of interesting mystery

about her plans. They ragged her a little about this but did not pry further,

knowing the limits of what you could say to Claire. She would argue that forty-one

was not much of a birthday, not much of an age. She was in a strange mood.

The harbour was the best place for fish and chips in the town, with one shop

claiming that all its fish were freshly caught in local boats. It had opened only

recently. Claire liked to think she valued the finer things in life and wondered about

the claim to fresh fish: the shop seemed no more expensive than Folkestone’s other

chippies and she thought local people would resist paying a premium for some-

thing better. The shop owners might have been lying, but surely they would have

been stopped by the authorities if they lied. Claire did not like the idea that people

could lie and get away with it.

Fresh fish would once have been valued here. The town had flourished in the

Edwardian age and had gone into steep decay from the end of the Second World

War. All through this time it had never lost its pretensions, its assumed air of grace

and good favour. Even in its worst times there were people with money in

Folkestone and if it had hardly showed as the shops closed down, they controlled

the place quietly, innately conservative and blocking any initiative that might have

made for a livelier place. Claire had grown up here, loathing it in her teens but then

coming to accept it. All the natural advantages of its location, clustered over a small



14

cliff in the shadow of the North Downs as they came to their end in the sea, the

features that had made it so popular with the Edwardians, all these advantages

were still present. The pavilions and bathing machines had gone, but many of the

fine buildings remained, some in decay. Then there was the sea itself, the mostly

quiet shingle beaches lying beneath the wooded slopes of the cliff. Only when she

went away to York did she realise how much she had come to count on the

ever-moving presence of the sea. Now it was more than acceptance. She did not

want to live anywhere else. She had not lost sight of the town’s faults, the narrow

outlook of its people, their provincial petty-mindedness, but she saw these traits

everywhere she went. She was one of them and yet she wanted to hold herself apart.

If you felt superior to them it was easier to live with the prevailing spirit of the

town’s ruling elite.

But this was the time of change, shrewd money from London beginning to

recognise the town’s potential (and its undervalued property). You could see it

happening down here by the harbour, the old cobbled streets and nineteenth

century houses making an obvious claim for conservation and celebration, the

amusement arcades that had characterised its twilight hours as a daytripping haven

for poor South Londoners giving way to more monied attractions and designed

finesse. The changes were subtle, but tangible, the old shack of the harbour-front

cafe turned into a quaint seafood cafe, and then overshadowed by the gleam of the

chrome and varnished wood from Chummy’s architectural-award winning whelk

stand. She was enjoying the quiet transformation, its feeling of promise, even if she

was unsure she would like the end result, the weekending London bankers with

their obtrusive self-confidence. Perhaps she would then take the money and run,

an ageing spinster with her hidden depths, a woman who had come to terms with

who she was and who had learnt to accept it. She walked under the railway arches

to the quayside. It was a warm evening, the lights beginning to go on in the houses

and over the pub signs, the water cold and dark, tinged with black and very still,

and high against the harbour wall for the tide had come in, the small fishing fleet

placed like a herd of sitting cattle on the dark blue field of the high tide.

There was a small queue in the chip shop, people leaning against the line and glass

of the window, hanging back from the serving counter, waiting for their orders to

be cooked. The plump woman behind the counter smiled at her, asking what she
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wanted. She looked up at the chalkboard placed high on the wall behind the

counter, above the plump woman’s head.

“I’d like a ... a portion of chips and a piece of haddock, please.”

She realised that this was not how people normally asked for fish and chips, but

did not see why she should pretend to speak a language that was unnatural to her.

She stood by her formality. It protected her from the normal people. It was not as

if she went into fish and chip shops very often. Perhaps this was why she felt a little

nervous. Here was the good thing about etiquette, if you knew it; it gave you a

confidence even in strange places. She did not have that confidence. Being

forty-one she knew it would never come to her, not now. The plump woman shook

her head, still smiling.

“Sorry love, no haddock left today.”

Claire wanted to protest. It was written on the board, so why had they not

scrubbed it out? She knew better than to speak her mind, and she betrayed her

nervousness by beginning to bluster.

“Then, what can I have? I don’t really want cod.”

“The huss is very good,” replied the plump woman. This did not help Claire.

“I don’t think I’ve ever had huss. What’s it like? Is it like haddock?”

The woman smiled, indulging her.

“Never had a bit of rock?” she said. “Dear me, you’ve never lived.”

It seemed he was listening, and took his prompt from the woman’s words. He

spoke to her out of the space beside her. He was last in the line of people by the

window, nearest to her.

“It tastes much like any other white fish,” he said, “but it has a meatier texture,

more like monkfish, but probably not as fine. Definitely not as fine. Still, I’d agree

it’s good in its way, and there’s only one big bone down the middle to worry about.

If you don’t like bones it’s very easy to cut the flesh away from it, and then there

aren’t any small bones to get stuck in your throat. Nobody really likes struggling

with bones do they?”

She looked at him. If he had not spoken she might not have noticed him. He was

close to her age she thought, with short dark hair, taller than her but not tall, and

stocky but not fat she thought. He had a big square face and when she looked

again she thought it was a handsome face. He had very bright blue eyes, and they
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drew your attention. There was something boyish about him, which interested her.

Still she was confused about the fish.

“Will I like it?” she asked.

He looked at her, as if to suggest that this was a mad question, but there was a

smile on his lips.

“That I couldn’t judge. You’ll have to try it and if you don’t like it, well you’ll know

better next time. I’m waiting for some myself, so you could say that I must like it,

and that should be enough for anyone.”

He gave her that charming, boyish smile again. Another customer had come in

behind her. The plump woman was still waiting, but Claire imagined she was

losing patience.

“I’ll have that,” she said. “Some chips and a piece of …”

“Huss …”

“That’s right.” She paused, a weak memory stirring. It came to her. She added, “I

think it’s dogfish isn’t it?”

The man nodded.

“Doesn’t get called that so often. I suppose it puts people off, thinking about dogs.

It’s called Rock Salmon as well, though I don’t know why. It’s nothing like salmon,

and I can’t see that it hangs around on rocks either.”

He was looking hard at her face and she felt this attention like an intrusion,

turning her head away a little embarrassed. He had turned his own head so

quickly that she wondered if she had mistaken him. He was looking along the line

of people by the window. They were being served steadily, filing out of the shop

with their paper packets. It would soon be his turn. The plump woman looked at

him, spreading out the creamy paper flat beneath her hands, then placing a

moulded cardboard tray on top of it.

“Rock and chips, wrapped?”

“That’s the one.”

“Salt and vinegar?”

He shook his head vigorously. “I’m bitter enough already.”

The plump woman did not change her smile, as if she had not heard him. This

seemed to amuse him. Claire thought it was quite a funny remark, and then she

found herself saying

“Are you just buying for one?”
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What was she thinking of? He looked pleased at her.

“Yes, I’m all on me tod.”

“Me too.”

“I’d noticed. Shall I wait for you?”

And she said yes. Now the plump woman did change her expression. She gave

them a look, though Claire was not sure what she meant. She was thinking, what

did it mean that he had refused salt and vinegar? Claire loathed malt vinegar

herself, so that even the smell of it would ruin a meal for her. She was wondering,

for no real reason, if this co-incidence of their tastes could have been somehow

significant, a sign of some bond between them. She told herself she did not believe

in these sentimental notions about transcendent bonds and instinctive relationships.

He had stepped out of the shop, but was waiting for her, holding his hot parcel

of food in both hands.

“Shall we go and look at the sea while we eat?” he asked.

She thought this was a nice idea, but by the time she had thought this she was

already saying

“I was going to go home. I had some wine and salad. It’s my birthday you see.”

“You were going to eat like that… on your own?” He was looking at her

curiously again.

She realised she was not about to invite a stranger to her home just because he

had helped her with the huss, or the fact that he seemed to share her distaste for

vinegar. She did not even know if she liked the fish yet. She felt confused, unsure

of the best thing to say, not wanting to offend him. She wanted to encourage him

without seeming forward. She did not like to be confused. She stumbled around

the words.

“I’d like, I mean, I’ve been in a funny mood. I wanted to be alone, because there’s

nothing special about my age, the birthday. But you’re right. It’s a lovely evening.

Let’s go to the beach, somewhere along the cliff. I love it down there. It would be

lovely.”

They walked along the road towards the East Cliff. The road came to a dead end

with a path winding down to Folkestone’s sandy beach, mostly covered now by the

high tide. There was no one else around, which seemed strange for this time of

year, or time of the evening. It was unusual, but it was how the evening was, how

she would remember it. He stopped by the wall at the end of the road, looking over
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the sands, and leaned against it, half sitting on the top of the wall, unwrapping his

parcel.

“My name is Robert,” he said. “Robert Warren. My friends call me Rob. I’m

pleased to meet you.”

Claire told him her name, sitting next to him on the wall, a little to one side,

angled towards him but with a decent space between them. She began to explain,

she lived in a flat on the Leas, the clifftop walk that ran from a point above the

harbour for a mile or so to the top of Sandgate Hill at the western end of the town.

The Leas promenade was the most obvious remaining feature of elegant Edwardi-

an Folkestone. From the Leas the cliff dropped straight down to the greenery of

the town’s coastal park and then the run of the pebbled beaches, a run unbroken

to the sands of Dymchurch on Romney Marsh. Once there had been dress

regulations for those who would walk on the Leas (it was owned and controlled by

the estate of Lord Radnor). Even today the people living in the houses that

overlooked the broad walk thought themselves superior to the ordinary towns-

people. Claire scorned them for their pretensions, though she lived among them.

She hoped he would share this view. She hoped he was an unpretentious man

himself. Certainly he nodded his head and looked pleased when she told him about

her home, and what she thought of it.

When she bit into the fish it was just as he had said. There was nothing fine about

it, but it was pleasant and she liked the texture. She told him it was good.

“And if it had been on the board as dogfish would you have ordered it do you think?”

She shrugged.

“I’m not sure it would worry me. It’s just a name.”

He nodded again, then shook his head.

“Sometimes names can matter …” He stopped himself and smiled as if to

re-assure her. “They’re not even ugly, not like a monkfish. It’s just a little shark I

think, which is probably why it has that meaty texture. It was always a cheap fish,

never considered one of the finer fish for gentlemen. But fashions change don’t

they? I’m old enough to remember when they used to sell monkfish as mock-

scampi. The French valued it but here in England it was nothing.”

She looked around the harbour, wondering how old he was, perhaps a little

older than her but it was hard to tell, give or take five years, her eyes going past
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the modern low flats immediately beside them to the older cottages that led back

to the railway bridge and the buildings for the business of the fishing fleet.

“I like to imagine how it used to be down here,” she said. “It must have been poor,

certainly, but very much its own place, an old Cinque port and a real place, you

know, out of the way and out of step with the rest of the country, the

industrial revolution and all that. It only really began to change when they brought

the railway here.”

“In the middle of the nineteenth century.”

“You know about these things?”

“In a limited way. I’m interested …how things have been built . I work as an

architect.”

“That’s nice, doing creative work for your job I mean.”

He shook his head, smiling ironically.

“Most of the time it’s about negotiating bureaucracies. Still I suppose there’s

something at the heart of it, a dream that starts in your head whenever you’re faced

with a new site, and something satisfying too if you can realise that image without

too many compromises.”

“I’m not sure about dreams,” she said. “The finished thing, the real thing, that’s

what counts.”

He hesitated, his face uncertain.

“It has to start somewhere.”

She wanted to re-assure him.

“Of course … I’m just saying, well, I don’t know what I’m saying really. Just that

I’m not much of a dreamer myself. Teaching English, I mean, I love books, and

other creative work, but I know I’m not creative myself. I never had the imagination.”

His face had brightened.

“I bet that’s not really true,” and she smiled and shook her head, because she felt

she knew herself better. It did not matter.

He continued to introduce himself. He too lived in a flat, in the west end of the

town, closer to Sandgate. He was divorced (hence the flat, he said ruefully) with

three children. The eldest boy was in his mid teens, then there was a girl and

another boy. He saw them often. He worked for himself and made a reasonable

living, though he stressed that most of the work was on small local projects.

“So how do you know so much about fish?” she asked.
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“I’m no cook,” he replied. “But my ex was keen and you pick things up. You try

to share an interest, you know. And even if I was interested, it’s not exciting,

cooking for yourself.”

“That’s pretty much how I feel.”

It was nearly dark now, out at sea and spreading up through the sky. There was

a streetlamp close to them, keeping everything clear around them. Their empty

chip papers lay held close to their laps, their fingers greasy from eating. He said, I

have an idea.

He stood up from the wall, wiping his fingers over the paper and bundling it into

a ball, then holding out his hand to her. She left him standing, his hand held out

there, while she folded her own paper neatly, wondering what she should do. She

looked up from the folded paper, the mottled orange grey of the tarmac in the

streetlight, and she saw his boyish face. She decided then, letting him pull her up

from the wall.

They walked with their arms stretched out to each other as he led her back along

the quayside, under the railway arches and then the shadow of the shabby white

tower of the harbour hotel. He led her past the funfair flickering with light and

noise, tinny music and the clattering of bumper cars, the clatter of other machines.

She smelt candy floss, a real touch of her childhood and she thought she could not

bear to eat it now. He walked a little faster than she wanted to go but still she went

with him. The pebble beach was to their left as the ground began to rise, this their

path into the coastal park. There were some cars parked around, left over she

thought from determined day trippers still up in the town or along the beach

enjoying themselves, and some people out walking, some with dogs, all taking in

this warm and thrilling early night air. Across the water she could see the lights of

the French shore, gleaming white red and green above the line of the water. She

was beginning to wonder how much further she should walk with him. She did not

feel unsafe (there were too many other people about at this end of the town) but

now they had passed the lower station of the funicular lift and above them jutted

the once grand terrace of the Leas Cliff Hall, she was wondering what she could

expect. She knew nothing about him and she did not want any embarrassment.

Ahead there was only the darkening foliage of the park, the old toll road refur-

bished to become a successful public space. They had walked into the trees now,

the way lit by streetlamps, the night air quietly alive with the buzz of crickets. From
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the planting in the park she felt the aromatic scent of the bushes, not knowing what

was there, but with the crickets the scents were reminiscent of being abroad, exotic

and away from home, and she liked the feeling that all this was happening here in

her home.

They had come to the first part of the children’s play area. A climbing frame

masqueraded as a wrecked and broken sailing ship, surrounded by half barrels and

other functional props. Further along by the swinging ropes and spectacular

turrets of the play castle she could hear teenage voices laughing in their croaky and

not-long broken way. She thought they were probably horsing about harmlessly

now the real children had gone home to their beds, and all the same she did not

want to confront them, did not want to share her own horsing about. She was glad

when Robert stopped.

“These things,” he said. “Wouldn’t you have just killed for them as a kid? Just

think of the adventures you could have made up around them …”

He sprang from the path and pulled himself quickly up and over the wooden flank

of the half sunken and bisected ship, disappearing for a moment over the rail and

then she saw his head bobbing up, a big grin on his face and it was clear in the

lamplight. She stayed on the path.

“We used to go a lot to swings,” she said carefully. “I liked them, the roundabouts

and slides.”

“Oh yes,” he said, “but do you remember how it was you felt, the daring it took

the first time you went headfirst down one of those slides, wondering if you’d fly

off the bottom, like losing your virginity, or something, the sense you’d never look

back? And then there were the witches’ hats. Do you remember them? They had

those great bell-like frames that would bang on the centre post as you spun round

on them, standing up on the outside rim, holding onto the bars? Fantastic ...”

She found herself smiling. She had not thought of witches’ hats for decades. Now

she realised she could not remember when she had stopped seeing them, when

they had disappeared. His thoughts seemed to be running in parallel with hers.

“You have to suppose, they are too dangerous for our overprotective times. Can’t

have talk of witches, and I suppose more to the point you can’t have anything that

could leave the council open to compensation claims. It’s a big shame, but all the

same, this is some compensation!”
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She saw his head move around happily, taking in the designed and suggestive

forms of the equipment, greying outlines in the lit dusk.

“Why don’t you come on board?”

She looked dubiously at him, but she did not suppose he could see her expression.

She hesitated for that moment, then felt something quicken in her, a girlish energy.

She stepped off the path and began to cross the sand. She was telling herself, she

was forty-one years old that day, and all the time looking at his bobbing head. She

was standing in front of him and she put her face close to him, much on the same

level as him as she stood at her full height.

“I’m not coming up there,” she said, and he kissed her or perhaps she kissed him.

Afterwards, strangely, she was not sure. It did not matter, because the next

moment they were kissing each other. He had twisted from sitting to lean forward

on his knees, leaning forward over the top rail, and taking her face in both hands.

They were pressing their lips and mouths into each other, a fluid pressure that

seemed like passion, or desperation. It was as though she had forgotten what this

felt like, and she struggled to remember when she had last kissed anyone with this

passion, it felt so alien and exciting.

It had been more than ten years since she had last thought herself in love. She

had given up then, thinking it was something about her, something she could not

do. She had seen men from time to time since, but had remained unmoved. She

was not in love now, but his kiss stirred her, and she was wondering what this

meant. She pulled herself back from him. She wanted to push him away, just a

little. She said

“Don't think you can seduce me with your talk of children’s playgrounds.”

That made him laugh, and then his face became serious as he stood up. If this was

supposed to signal a change of tone it was hard to take him seriously. He was

standing on the platform of a child’s toy, outsize and out of place.

“And you mustn’t think,” he replied, “that I do this often. In fact I don’t do it at

all, though I have imagined it. I don’t know how it could be, but it suddenly seemed

possible tonight and so here we are. It just felt right, the right thing to do, coming

here anyway, and then kissing you.”

She nodded, keeping her distance.

“It was. I felt the same, but you’ll have to give me a moment you know, to adjust,

to think this through. It’s very strange for me.”
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He jumped over the handrail, landing in a crouch, then straightening himself up

he leaned against the bowed flank of the ship. “Absolutely,” he said, holding his

open palms out towards her. “You must think it through and through. Perhaps it’s

just a bit of passing desire. That’s human enough. It won’t matter very much.”

She heard him, but this did not seem right. There was a liberation in the doubt

they had removed, the knowing that their desire was mutual. He held out his palms

towards her and she had to take them.

“But maybe,” he went on, “just maybe it’s more. Just maybe it’s special. How

would you tell? With time I suppose. As I’ve got older I’ve got more romantic, not

more cynical, not like you’re supposed to be. I’ve come to think that there are

people, who will just be good together and there will be a spark between them, and

I’m not sure, not sure if you can ever be sure but I’m just wondering if that’s what

we’ve felt this evening.”

She smiled at him, turning his hands around in her own. She could not let him

say these stupid things, nor let him see that she thought them stupid.

“I don’t know about being romantic, or more romantic.” She was not looking at

him. “I think you have to be pretty hard-headed these days. This is a good start,

and I’d like to think, that we can see each other again. This is a little weird though,

I think you’ll admit. Unusual and it’s been fun, though not what I thought would

happen on my forty-first birthday, though I’m not sure what I thought would

happen. I have got used to thinking that nothing would happen so this is a little

disconcerting. I think it’s a good time to say goodnight, though you can walk me

home first.”

He smiled and nodded happily. He walked with her up the zigzag path, another

sign of Folkestone’s old glories. He kissed her again at the door and for some

moments the passion was back again. but he seemed happy to let it go, happy not

to come in. They had exchanged numbers. They would see each other again and

it seemed enough.
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In the last months of my marriage to Marianne it was as though everything became

unreal around me. I had lived for years with the growing certainty that the

marriage was over, and there seemed nothing I could do about it. I had done

nothing about it. It was just part of the way I thought about my life, the loveless

misery that I deserved, until without any particular event to prompt me it seemed

suddenly unbearable. Even later, with the everyday burden of hindsight, I was not

sure what brought me to this end of the tether. There was no other woman, and

my children were young enough to need me at home. I had always lived like this.

Then on that one day, a day like many others, I decided that I would have to change

our lives. Nothing moved immediately with this realisation. But it did bring on,

over the next few days or weeks, a subtle and then obvious alienation, even from

the things I cared about, even my children. I loved my children, but in the end this

love made no difference to what I did, the pain I put them through. I could not

help it. I could no longer spare them that pain. I had to stop doing what felt so

clearly wrong.

Who can say why marriages go wrong? People do of course and some make a

living from it, but I think it must be always specific, something personal. I have

occasionally believed that the failure of my own marriage started with something

as banal as boredom, but I am not sure it was true. The problems may have been

there from the start, common enough. When you’re interested in someone you’re

not interested in the things that divide you. You believe that what binds you will

overwhelm them, until the balance twists and suddenly the divisions are all that

matter. For us, the distance crept between us, a steady alienation. I waited for

years unable to raise the subject with Marianne for fear that if I did it would bring

on the break, and I did not want to end it then, however unhappy I was. I was not

ready for the end, the pain and fury I could so easily foresee. I was not ready to

turn my back on what felt like my life.

I met Marianne in the final year of my architectural degree, before I went on to

my intermediate training. She was working in public relations, newly out of college,

a few months older than me. Now it seems like we were not much more than

children, but I know we felt differently then.

Dove
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When your life goes wrong you go back over the years you had together, revising

your history, seeing everything as a sign pointing to the end which at the time you

could not have anticipated. The new pictures might be false, or they might have

some truth. It’s a natural urge, and it’s as though we must veer always between the

points where we simply live our lives, and the places where we detach ourselves to

try to read those lives, to understand them as something purposeful, as if they had

an end rather than just ending. Religious people would say that this was natural

and important, an apprehension of the divine at work in us. I can see the force of

that, though I can no longer make the necessary leap of faith to believe it. All the

same I have carried on as if I believed it, even with my lapsed faith still struggling

to make sense of all I had. I could not, cannot pretend that nothing matters to me,

as if we just messed around here for a little before we die, but I also know it might

be true. I feel no wiser now than I did then. At the end of my first marriage this

inner patter of questions and non-answers cut me off from a direct experience of

my life. It was for a time like I’d become a ghost, going through the motions of my

responsibilities, meeting the limited expectations of those around me.

I realise now this alienation has never left me. I wonder if it could explain what I

have been doing, how I could come to step so far outside my ordinary life, a way

of understanding that I had to do something so extreme just to know that I was

still alive, when so little else seemed to matter very much. It would not excuse me,

but it might help explain. I’d like to understand how I could come to do something

that seemed wrong to me even at the beginning, whether it signifies something evil

in me, or whether it is just ordinary.

I certainly do not want to excuse myself. I do not want to pretend that what I have

done is forgivable, though I know too that this refusal could just be another piece

of self-dramatisation. This kind of knowledge is useless, or at least it only turns

you against yourself.

So I turn on myself, unable to make meaning from the procession of facts, my

actions. And while I can turn these things over and over in my mind, what remains

amazing to me in these grim latter days is that I once managed to cut through this

alienation and inertia and bring that first marriage to an end. I have to think I had

reached the point where there seemed nothing else I could do, no other turning I

could take.
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There was one night, we had been out to dinner with friends who lived just down

the road. I had already told Marianne, several times I think, that I thought our

marriage was over, but could not face the cascade of consequences, not then.

Because I could not bring myself to move out we were living in a state of attrition.

She was pretending (or at least, I thought it suited her to pretend) that my misery

was some whim which had entered my head and if ignored and occasionally

stamped on would go away. This attitude puzzled me, because she was a passion-

ate woman, and I would have expected her to reject me furiously, to demand that

I leave, however difficult that would have made the practical details of the way we

lived. I don’t even think it was the practical detail that weighed on her, but I believe

now it reflected her true indifference to me, as if she had better things to think

about. Whatever her reasons I had accepted her reaction, feeling the whole time I

was lying to myself and probably everyone else and not caring. It was easier than

facing the end, or so I thought, until I came to the point where I could no longer

bear this misery. It happened on this night, resistance or restraint weakened by

alcohol. I had wanted to leave the dinner earlier and had said so, but she ignored

me, drinking on. I became steadily, quietly angrier and when we finally stepped

outside, safely away from our hosts’ hearing, I said something. I do not remember

what it was, but it set her off. We walked the half mile home with Marianne

screaming at me, like a mad woman, shouting in incoherent rage about men being

bastards and everything that was going to happen to them, or perhaps to me alone.

I had heard all of this before, seen this furious wretchedness before, but something

broke in me then, and I felt there could be no turning back. It might not have been

true, but it seemed a certainty. I said nothing while she screamed, my head down

as we walked. When we got back to the house (we had a large detached house in

those days) I looked at its black bulk rearing up in front of us, the little pool of light

around the front door, and I loathed it.

The hatred was like a spasm, a momentary reflex, but it was another step away

from her, an acceptance that I could not continue with what we had. I pushed the

key into the lock, controlling myself and letting us both in. She had fallen quiet as

we walked up the path, but it started again when we got inside. Her movements

were looser, exaggerated by the effects of the alcohol, and I remember how her jaw

moved, open and slack with the slurring of her words, and I remember how much

I hated her then, not listening to her words but watching her uncertain balance as
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she moved around the kitchen. I watched her and then found the will to speak, and

I told her, just go to bed. My voice seemed to surprise her, pulled her up. She

looked at me and said

“You can fuck off too.”

She was pushing middle age, but she had kept her good looks. For a while she

put on weight, after our youngest son was born, but she had hated herself like that

and after a year had restored her body to a form she felt comfortable with. It’s

strange that we can speak this way, as if we were somehow detached from the

things happening below our eyes. She had kept her looks and seeing her sway in

our kitchen I found her revolting. I understood it was not a physical repulsion. She

had become a black hole on the close limits of my life, drawing me into her, down,

and watching her mouth move it was like the opening of that black space, a terrible

gravity threatening all I wanted to be, the light of the future closing down as the

blackness seeped out of her, enveloped me. I shook my head, trying to jolt myself

out of this feeling, trying to see the moment for what it was. The kitchen furniture

swayed with me, because I was a little drunk myself. I told her to go away, again,

looking down at the floor. I knew she would be different in the morning and that

this abuse meant little enough in itself. Still there was a part of me, which became

the decisive part of me, just wanting to put these moments out of my life,

wondering why I had to go through this. She did not respond directly, but the

drunkenness took over, and she gave up, staggering out into the hallway for the

stairs.

Nothing had really happened, and yet it seemed like a turning point. I sat down

at the kitchen table, and put my head in my hands. I heard another footstep, and

looked up anxiously, tensing for another onslaught of abuse, but instead saw my

eldest son, hesitating in the doorway.

Matthew was thirteen years old. In the eyes of the law he could soon be called

mature enough to be left alone, but I was thinking, how could I begin to explain to

a boy what I imagined he had just heard? How could I begin to explain everything

that lay behind it, and not least my own culpability? I felt suddenly sick, the sense

of the ground or the table moving beneath me, that nonsense. And I wanted to hug

Matthew but he already seemed too big for this, like a proper teenager his limbs

no longer quite his own.
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“She’s drunk again Dad,” he said, looking straight at me. I wondered, is that all

he saw, the drunkenness? I shook my head against my hands, my fingers pressing

down as they slid over my cheeks, dropping to the table, and I could feel the skin

of my face moving.

“I know, I’m sorry,” I told him. “I don’t know why, what point she reaches and it

just takes over. I’m sorry you had to hear all that.”

Matthew shook his head.

“I’m not,” he said. “What’s going on Dad?”

I had been imagining this conversation, miserably, for months, how I would tell

my children, how it would feel. I had imagined this conversation mostly as a way

of convincing myself I should say nothing, at least until I was clearer about what

was going to happen. Now I was floundering for the right words, my intoxication

little help though maybe, maybe it helped me feel less inhibited about saying what

I felt. There’s nothing like telling the truth to free your tongue, or mind, and still

it was a frightening, vertiginous thing, every word like dropping a stone from a

tightrope into darkness, the people I loved somewhere indeterminable below, the

chance of such damage. I looked at my son, my lovely son, named Matthew but

called Matty, that mark of closeness. I was trying to remember how the world had

seemed to me at that age. Matty had always looked very much like me, a little

slighter but everyone would say, he was his father’s son. We were alike but when

I was his age the world had seemed much simpler. My parents had always

appeared to love each other, and did so till their deaths, so close together. I never

had reason to doubt their love.

“I’m afraid,” I began, “I’m afraid, well you must know that things are not good,

not between me and your mother and maybe that’s why she’s drinking so much.”

Matthew nodded slowly.

“You’re right,” he said. “I guessed that much. But how bad is bad, or not good or

whatever you want to say?”

It didn’t help that this was still a question I was asking myself, but I knew I had

to drag up a convincing and helpful answer.

And I was back trying to understand the fault, when we had started out so

hopefully. Who would get married with doubt? Why would you do that? I know

well enough, people would say they were carried away with it, put the doubt on

one side, but sitting with Matthew I wondered how much this was the vicious
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blessing of retrospection. You have to ask yourself, could you really stand at the

altar, or in front of the registrar, or wherever it was you had chosen to make your

feelings known, fingers crossed behind your back while you mouthed those solemn

pledges, those hopeless lovely promises? By God I had meant it. I was very young

and I knew little of what I could and couldn’t do, or the common failings of our

lives. I knew about cynicism, but I wanted to defy it; I wanted to say I could love

in a way that would defy our common failings, our common humanity, our sad

mortality. I was after all only twenty-three.

Marianne was just another girl at a party, cruising around the fringes of graduate

student life. I remembered her seeming glamour, because she had a job already

and was making something of her life, her mark. Now I know that I was myself

already set on a working path but it did not feel that way, not then. I was serious

and convinced that I needed love to complete my life, and that this would happen.

I had been in love with a girl at school and for a while she seemed to return it. We

broke up as we each went to college, which was no surprise and no comfort. I

blamed it on fate, and for a while I felt tragically serious, instead of ordinarily so.

Then I put it behind me, and it changed little about my mind. You lose your

virginity and nothing’s ever the same again, except that it doesn’t really feel that

way. It feels like it’s just gone behind you and doesn’t matter any more. I met

Marianne and after a short while became convinced she was all I had dreamed of.

She seemed to feel the same, though I know now she had different reasons. These

were the differences you were happy to ignore, hell bent on happiness.

We were married within a year.

You make these decisions, for good reasons at the time and you live with the

consequences, literally, though most of the time they just feel like your life, the

things you have. But when I looked at my son in the kitchen, the air still fraught

around us, even these simple things seemed more than I could begin to explain.

They were part of the burden I wanted to keep from my children, and I did not

know where else I could begin. I began.

“I’ve always thought …” Was this true? No, I’d thought of it a few seconds ago,

maybe pulling together some older ideas, and I had to tell himself it did not matter,

that you said these things not because they meant anything but because they gave

you time to find the next word, the meaningful one. I was not interested in every

word, but only wanted to understand what I saw. I faltered, and continued,
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“I’ve always thought that when you are a child you look at your parents and one

of the things that makes them seem like parents is that they don’t seem quite

human. I mean you don’t want to look at them like you look at other people,

having weaknesses, contradictory but overwhelming feelings, things that reduce

them. You want them to be there helping you to cope with these things yourself,

which means they shouldn’t be troubled by them yourself. You don’t want to be

troubled by them. And one of the things that happens as you grow up, one of the

things that makes you grow up, is coming to the realisation that they do have all

those problems, that they are still struggling with the same things you’re struggling

with.”

I could feel Matthew’s eyes working over my face, as if he was trying to take in

this information, make sense of it, or maybe he was looking for some other help.

I realised I had not begun to say enough, and as I spoke, the vertiginous sense

intensified, in my legs and stomach, even though I was sitting down, a fearful sense

that the ground on which my life had been founded was falling away; looking back

I realise this was in part a means of imagining what Matthew must be feeling. I

struggled some more, trying to find a plainer way of speaking, and it seemed that

meant not speaking my mind.

“If things haven’t been so good, well, there’s no if there, and I know too that this

isn’t just another up and down period, not just one of those things we call bad

times, I mean I think I have to say this is more serious. I think we have come to

the point where we have no choice. Your mother, I have to say, does not agree, but

I think we’ve reached the point where we have to separate.”

I wondered, what people are supposed to look like, what sort of faces they are

supposed to make when they hear their lives are about to fall apart. I had been

close to Matthew in an unreflecting way, taking his regard for granted, not taking

too much notice of what he felt because there had never been much sign that his

feelings were different from everything you’d expect of a teenage boy. He did not

crumple in front of me, but his face changed, and whether because of a father’s

guilt or because he was sensing a deeper truth it was like his childhood fell away

in front of him. Matthew’s worried, serious face looked back at me.

“Is that certain?”

“I think it is. I’ve been trying to understand, to think that it might be different,

because God knows I don’t want to break up … anything. But the way she was
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tonight, the way she has been so much, that’s just a sign, a symptom of what’s

really wrong. It’s no one’s fault. It’s just what happens. It’s just what I was trying

to say. When you get married, it’s a huge decision, a decision for the rest of your

life, and you have to put your faith in your emotions to guide you. You’re saying

to yourself that these feelings are so important that nothing will change them, and

that’s lovely in its way. It’s the dream that makes marriage a noble thing, even if

it’s an impossible dream. If you’re lucky it will work out, and you’re there hoping

you’ll be one of the lucky ones, but of course most people aren’t so lucky and then

you have to decide what you can do, whether you can put it right, or whether you

can just put up with it, or whether you have to move on, try something else. That’s

what I’m facing. Right now I don’t know how it will work out for us, but I have to

do something.”

Matthew was nodding his head, as if he understood. We sat together for a while

longer, said some more things, going over it, but you reach a point where you

know there is nothing more to be explained or questioned, not for the moment,

and still you want to carry on saying the things in your head, so you can be sure

you were understood. I looked at my eldest son, and he realised this much,

watching his face trying to understand. I told him I wanted to make everything

alright and that all I cared about was his happiness, the happiness of my children.

That was an exaggeration, I know, (few of us could care about so few people), but

it felt true when I said it. It’s what I wanted to mean. Matthew was tired and I

could see that too. I told him he should go to bed now, and try not to worry. I was

still his father, even if the assumptions between us were quickly changing. I

imagined it was a relief to the boy, the father slipping back into his role.

Matthew seemed to relax and said that he would be alright he was sure, and that

he wanted to sleep. I kissed him goodnight and sat there for some more minutes,

unsure what I should do. I did not feel I could face the bedroom even if she was

asleep by now (I thought she should be asleep). You have these urges, the urge to

make a dramatic gesture because you’ve been through an experience, and it

seemed to call for some physical act or sign. And it’s common too as you look

around, the ordinariness seeps back into you and defeats you. I realised I was too

tired myself to do anything but go to sleep. I pushed the chair back under the table,

checked the door and switched off the light. I washed, got ready for bed.
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She was half snoring, her breath thick and catching around her open mouth. I

could smell the wine on her as I stepped through the darkness, finding the familiar

way through the black shapes of the bedroom. I had to push her leg away from my

side of the bed, but she did not wake. Lying in the darkness on my back and still

tense remembering what had gone before I fell asleep thinking that I had to put an

end to it. I had no idea how I was going to do this. I was frightened at the thought,

and hated finding myself in this place.

Having drunk too much I fell asleep quickly despite the tension. Neither of us

woke early. Our youngest son, Richard, would bring us tea on most Sunday

mornings. Marianne encouraged this, as she had encouraged Matthew and our

daughter Grace before him (Grace had mostly resisted the pressure). I had never

cared much for drinking anything in bed but went along with it, The tea sat on our

bedside cabinets getting cold while we dozed on. Then Marianne rolled towards

me, and put an arm across me.

Half awake I had been wondering how she would be when we had to face each

other again, what she would say. I had not expected this, though I should have

done. She had always lived from one emotion to the next, swinging between

extremes. I knew what would follow and my first thought was that I should get out

of bed and away from her. I was revolted by the thought of having sex with her,

and could not imagine why she would want this after the things she had said only

hours before. But I knew that if I rejected her she would spend the rest of the day

feeding on her anger and hurt. I did not think I could stand this. I told myself too

that perhaps I was wrong, and that all she wanted was the comfort of a hug. I could

give her that much, because it would cost me little, and was a small price to pay

for a quiet day.

So I let her hug me. She did that, anxiously, pulling me tighter to her, repeatedly,

and then she began to run her hands over me, over my buttocks and down the

outside of my thigh. Perhaps at this point I should have twisted away from her.

Perhaps I should have endured her anger, because it would have been fairer to let

her know how I really felt, but I could not face it, and while my body was aroused

I was trying to tell myself that it was only a fuck and it didn’t matter because she

was still my wife and it was not as if I was betraying someone else’s faith in me. I

was only betraying myself, or maybe her a little, and I certainly did not matter.
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I was betraying myself and I felt it. Afterwards I rolled away from her and out of

the bed. I was trying to ignore the sense of shame, telling myself that it was not

deserved. I washed and dressed while she stayed in bed. That made things easier,

not having to look at her. I could hear the TV on in Richard’s bedroom, but the

rest of the house was quiet. The kitchen seemed unchanged from the night before,

everything in its place except where Richard had spilt water around the kettle.

What else did I expect? I was telling myself that this was my home, that I had

worked for it, that everything I had worked for was here, and I would make some

coffee and feel better. When I opened the tin the warm smell of it alone revived me.

I wanted to get on with my life.

I heard a clatter from the lobby area next to the kitchen. I thought it must be the

cat, because there was a cat flap in the door from the lobby to the back garden. The

unexpected noise was no cause for alarm, but then I was wondering why the cat

had made so much noise. I crossed the kitchen to open the door to the lobby.

The cat was crouched in shadows towards the back of the room. It was a small

space, with doors opening to a boiler room and toilet. The cat was a nondescript

tortoiseshell thing with white markings on its face and paws. It was staring up at

me intently, defensively, its body poised over the prostrate bird on the tiles beside

it.

There was a white dove, lying on its back. Afterwards when I closed my eyes I saw

again the intense whiteness of it, the contrast with the deep red blood spreading

across its torn breast. The cat had begun to eat it, starting at the breast, but the

bird was still alive. Its beak was opening and closing rhythmically, noiselessly, its

visible eye blinking. I felt revolted and screamed at the cat, thinking it would seize

the bird and pull it back out through the catflap as it had brought it in, but the cat

just sprang away from the bird and fled through the flap by itself.

I do not like birds. I have never touched one. If the dove could still have flown I

would have stepped back out of the lobby in terror and shut the door. I could not

have gone back in there. As it was I looked down on the wretched thing, the

pathetic movement of its beak as if it was gasping for breath and wondered how I

could kill it quickly. If the cat had taken it there would have been no dilemma, no

practical problem. I even thought for a minute about getting a spade and trying to

cut its head off. I was desperate, not thinking clearly, because it was alive and there
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was this blood, the dark red blood oozing into its white feathers around the blacker

gape of its open breast, the winking of its eye and noiseless cry.

I opened the back door and went to the garage for a spade, but by now I was only

thinking about moving the dove. When I opened the door I saw there was blood

running down from the catflap over the white paint. The cat was sitting on the lawn

not far away. Returning to the lobby I put the spade as flat as I could on the ground

and tried to ease it under the bird. It moved backwards pushed by the edge of the

spade. I jerked it a little, felt the first weight of it, and though it moved a little

further now it was sliding onto the spade. As I lifted it the head lolled over the front

edge and I was afraid it would fall off again, the mess spreading everywhere. It was

not heavy as I lifted it but my fear of its fall made it awkward. It did not move. I

adjusted my grip, steadying myself with my arms and shoulders tense, then I

backed out through the open doorway and turning carried the dove to the side of

the garden, the shade of our large privet hedge. It slide from the spade. I did not

look down again. The cat was already moving towards the discarded prey. There

were no marks on the spade, or even on the floor of the lobby as I returned there,

which surprised me. As I washed the blood from the door I could see the cat at the

corner of my eye, his face lurching into the bird’s breast, eating it greedily. I told

himself that at least it would be dead by now.

I put the spade away and washed my hands. I looked from the water to my face

in the mirror above the basin. I was forty years old and still it was the same face

that had always looked back at me, aged of course but when you looked for the

things that made the difference they were not easy to pick out. I thought about the

dying bird, its moving beak and eye, and I felt sick. The image offered itself as

some kind of symbol, but in truth it was just something real, something that had

happened, and I could not make sense of it. It did not mean a thing. All of this

suffering was meaningless. It did not matter one way or another, so it might as well

as stop.

I decided I would have to leave.
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Never killed anyone, though wanted to. That’s a human thing, a matter of anger.

Part of our nature to compete against each other and destroy whatever frustrates our

desire. Try to tell me you have never felt it. Feel nothing but scorn for you.

But then probably, scorn you anyway. What do you know? Where would you start

to try to understand? No ordinary being. Much favoured by, by fate or my mother,

or something, the accident of birth, the gifts we bring into this life. Hard not to

wonder at this, hard not to marvel at the good fortune of not being born in some

African shithole, scraping around for food and water, plagued by insects and disease,

and then in the middle of all that shit being told by some kindly missionary that God

loves you. Well he must have adored, me born in warmth and comfort, born to stand

apart even in this cosseted place, when we have learnt to worship fame, sex, money,

the things to hand, dispensing with our cruel gods. Good riddance, to hell with them.

Have you ever seen anyone die? A true mystery, quite moving in its way. One

moment you are looking at a fellow being, even if he is unconscious, immobile,

while you watch his breathing, the small movements of his skin and you feel his

presence, know that he is with you. The next moment and with so little change, he’s

gone. The body looks much the same, but it has become a body. Curious, our sense

of animation, how it permeates things. Curious to know whether this is something

real or just the ornate working of our imagination. But even if it was, that would not

make this idea of life in us a trivial thing. Few ideas have driven men so strongly,

this idea of the power of life and death. We go back to our gods.

Not that, no not that no becoming godlike if I take on this power of life and death.

Not that vain. Killing reflects a base instinct, nothing more human than that. We

are predators after all. We don’t see god as a predator. God only makes sense as a

creator. And then doesn’t make sense at all.

Quiet for too long. Put up with this stillness for too long. It was time to change the

life, time to change everything. It is a new beginning.
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When she had seen Grace into her grandmother’s car Claire stood with her hands

on her hips, breathing deeply. They were going to collect Richard. Elizabeth

Davies felt she could cope with telling him the news. The important thing for Claire

was that she had not failed Grace’s reasonable expectations. She explained she was

going off to the police station, where she would collect their father and bring him

to them as soon as possible. She was sure they would not be long.

Some of the tension went out of her when they drove away. Her relationship with

Stella was so fraught that she could not imagine how Grace must feel now, now

she knew her mother was dead. She was not sure how good a mother Marianne

had been; from everything Robert had said she would not have been an easy

woman to live with, but a child would probably see it differently. When she was

Grace’s age she was already suffering from her mother but was more straightfor-

wardly dependent on her. The fear of change would compound your sense of loss.

Claire could not imagine how Grace felt, but she could see that she was wretched

with grief.

Claire began to walk back down towards the town. They had told her they would

call her but now she had nothing else to do she could not do nothing. She had to

feel she was somehow involved in the crisis, and the only way she could do this, as

far as she could see, was to go down to the police station and wait for Robert’s

release. She had some school work she could look over. She could do that

anywhere, the police station as good a place as any.

The chill had come fully into the wind as she walked. She could have gone home

along the way, but the thought of their empty home daunted her. She did not want

to be alone with her thoughts, not now. She wanted people to be busy around her,

even if she could not be busy with them.

Still as she walked she could not keep from her mind the lurking question of his

innocence. She had told them it was inconceivable that Robert could have done

such a thing, and she believed this. But was it true that people never behaved out

of character? Was it true that there were no circumstances in which he could have

been pushed to this ? Marianne had driven him close to despair before. She was

sorry for her violent death but Claire was not going to start to pretend she had

Apprehension
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liked her. Claire thought she was a vain and manipulative woman, intent on

arranging the people around her in a way that made her life as pleasant and as easy

as possible. Of course everyone did this to some extent, but with Marianne it was

uncompromising. Perhaps she had pushed Robert into a corner and he had

cracked there, not able to tell Claire about it. And it was odd, that the police had

not asked how well she got on with Marianne. Did this mean she was above

suspicion? They could not have known that. If Marianne had been raped that

made a man the inevitable culprit, but she could have hired someone to do it. If

she had hated her enough, she could have done this.

She shuddered as she walked and felt ashamed of herself. What had happened to

Marianne was appalling. No sane person could have wished it on her. This had to

be the work of a madman, and though she knew full well that Robert was not an

innocent, however bad something might have been he could never have been

pushed into atrocity. She had to believe this about him. She wanted him out of the

police cell and back in his proper place at work, and as her husband, and even as

a father. She had to suppose that the children would come to live with them now.

They would have to buy a bigger place, a house, but perhaps they could afford this

if Robert was no longer struggling to support two households, if he had direct care

of the children himself. Would the police see this as a further motive? But then

there was the rape, always the rape. In desperation Robert might have been driven

to kill Marianne, but he could not have raped her. She knew that. In any case

Robert had no such desperation. He loved his children, but had trusted them to

Marianne. Claire would accept them because she felt she had to, but Robert could

not have planned to make her do this. He was more sensitive than this.

She was naturally intimidated as she approached the police station. She told

herself it was a government office, and no more, full of people being paid to help

the likes of her, the decent law abiding citizens. Why was it that you only had to

feel exposed to the inquisitorial presence of the police to feel guilty? She remem-

bered the discomfort of her earlier interview with Grant and Rowan. But then she

had been in the dark. Now she knew the preposterousness of their suspicions and

had had time to think about it she was ready to tell them what they must do. She

knew a little of her rights. As she hesitated outside the doors she contemplated

calling their solicitor, but then realised she did not have the number, and she told

herself again, reassured herself that they could find no reason to hold Robert.
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There was no need to start involving other people. More than this, their solicitor

was an old friend of her mother’s (at least, they had known each other a long time).

She would get to know too much about this soon enough. Claire wanted to ensure

that she knew as little as possible, and would find out as late as possible.

She felt as though she ducked when she pushed one of the double doors open.

The desk sergeant greeted her politely. There were some seats set out around the

edge of the reception area, and he suggested that she take one of them while he

called through and found out what was happening. He told her that Mr Warren

was being held in an interview room and that it could still be some time before they

finished questioning him. It seemed the sergeant did not want her there so Claire

told him that she was prepared to wait, and as she sat down she took out her work

to prove it.
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It was a quaint notion, that your wedding day should be the happiest of your life.

She thought it probably went back to the time when marriage was the best a girl

could hope for. It was anomalous when so much else had changed, when women

had finally managed to claim decent lives for themselves, that the tradition

remained so strong. She knew capable and highly intelligent friends or colleagues

who for six months before their weddings had seemed to think of little else, letting

the business of making arrangements dominate their lives. Everything had to be

right for the day. Perhaps it was because they knew they could not control what

happened next. Claire would always have chosen a quiet ceremony for herself. Still

scarred from the collapse of his first marriage, Robert also wanted little fuss. They

asked only immediate family and closest friends, going from the registry office to

a restaurant Robert had helped to redesign and refit.

If she was scornful of the idea that it might be her happiest day, she still wanted

it to be a happy day. In the event everything had worked well. The registry office

had been a little perfunctory, but in Claire’s experience this was normal, whatever

warmth and solemnity they tried to wrap around the proceedings. At the reception

the restaurant staff lavished attention on them. The fact that she could see Robert’s

hand at work in the designed details around the room made the place seem

somehow more personal. The food was good too, far superior to the usual

wedding fare and the speeches, from Robert and his brother Michael, were

polished and funny. She enjoyed feeling she was the centre of attention, and part

of something quietly sophisticated. They had been constrained by circumstance

but she felt that even if she could have chosen freely she would not have done

things any differently. It was a happy day.

Robert looked radiant, his face literally, somehow shining, his skin smooth and

bright. Mostly in his work he wore casual clothes, an open necked shirt and a

tweedy jacket, the image of an architect of a certain age, right down to the elbow

patches on his jacket sleeves. For the day he had bought himself a new suit and it

took years from him. He looked like a little boy dressed by his mother, too

self-conscious to be apparently comfortable, but also confident and proud of

himself. She noticed how effortlessly he seemed to move and talk among their

Commitment
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guests, far more easily than she could ever have done, for she had always been

awkward with small talk. In his speech he spoke of his good fortune, laughing

about the chip shop, the little wooden fork of fate which had apparently helped to

bring them together. When he sat down he leaned across to kiss her, pausing in

front of her face for a moment while his eyes engaged hers, then leaning forward

to complete the kiss.

“I love you,” he said simply.

And she could not help saying the first thing that came into her head. It came out

of her mouth as she thought it.

“You’ve said that before.”

His face froze, as if he could not believe what he had heard. Then he relaxed,

apparently deciding he must be mistaken, and then he grinned at her.

“And I shall carry on saying it, for ever and ever.”

She smiled back at him.

“That’s because you’re a big, soft romantic.”

“I’m not ashamed of that.”

“And I find it very touching.”

That morning, sitting in her mother’s flat, waiting around in her dressing gown,

she had been surprised to find herself so nervous. She sat by the window while her

mother moved behind her. Stella, a restless woman, thin with dyed dark short hair

which brought forward her fine bones, was smoking as usual, a habit Claire

disliked but could not object to in her mother’s own home. She had risen before

Claire and was dressed in casual working clothes, which aged her. She came and

stood by the window to look at her daughter. Her voice was deep and rasped a little

from the smoke. She smiled. Her smiles always looked forced.

“This is the bit where I say it’s not too late to change your mind, and that you don’t

have to go through with this,” she suggested pleasantly. Claire looked back at her,

shaking her head. Stella went on.

“It’s a routine thing to say, but it happens to be true. The only happiness your

father ever brought me was you, and children are always a mixed blessing. In any

case you’re too old to be thinking about children, and I certainly don’t want to be

a grandmother.”

The old woman sucked in her mannered way on her cigarette, turning her head

to blow the smoke out of the window. She probably thought she had irritated her
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daughter enough. Claire was irritated enough. Sometimes she bit her tongue,

opting for silence. Sometimes she just had to speak her mind. She said

“When are you ever going to stop putting him down? Why do you have to do this

now, of all the times you could choose? And whatever you might think I’m well

aware of what I’m doing here. It feels like a very big decision and so yes I’m feeling

stupidly nervous, but it’s hardly irreversible is it? Just more painful later. And

besides, it happens to be what I want.”

“So you’ve found love at last?”

Her mother prided herself on plain speaking, as she put it. That was her little joke,

signifying how much she enjoyed irony. Claire knew her too well and did not rise

to it, not then.

“I feel that I have, however much that surprises you, and I think that’s what counts.

I think Robert’s a decent man.”

“Oh I think he’s a decent man,” Stella agreed. Her fixed smile curled a little more.

“I think he’s even quite an interesting man, but that’s not my point. Why do you feel

you have to be married at all? It’s hard living with other people. It gets harder as

you get older, the more you've been living on your own. Are you sure you want to

give all that up?”

“It doesn’t feel so much of a sacrifice.”

“You mean the solitude? Everyone’s lonely. It’s even worse when you’re with

someone. And you have to ask yourself, if he’s been through all this before, and it

didn’t work, why is he in such a hurry to do it again?

Claire stood up.

“I can’t believe you're saying all this.”

Stella shrugged.

“It’s my duty.”

Claire snorted, but her mother went on, speaking deliberately and slowly as if she

had been rehearsing this.

“I’m not saying I don’t like him. After all that would be a foolish thing to say on

the threshold of your wedding. But I think he’s a dreamer, and that’s dangerous.

From what I’ve heard him say there was nothing so extraordinarily bad about his

first marriage, but because he’s a dreamer it fell short of his expectations, and he

couldn’t bear it. I think you could be hurt by his dreams, and it might have been
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better for both of you if you had chosen to live apart and only see each other all the

time. It’s not so crazy in this day and age.”

“I have to get dressed,” Claire said coldly.

Claire had liked her father. He was an amiable, rather feeble man, and Stella had

dominated their lives. It was how she had to operate, but Claire thought her

mother had come to despise him for failing to stand up to her. It was unpleasant

to think so much about your parents’ feelings for each other, and what could have

gone wrong. The wounds were still too raw, even after so long. He had surprised

them by walking away, just after Claire had gone to college. She wondered now if

he had been biding his time and the misery of his life with her mother for no reason

but the well-being of his daughter. Claire would never have guessed this, but it

seemed likely with hindsight. He left Stella for another woman, a little older than

him, but then it seemed he had waited too long. He died suddenly three years later.

Her mother continued to speak contemptuously of him whenever she could,

though Claire had to insist that she did not come to the funeral. It had been a nasty

fight. Claire had liked what little she had known of her stepmother, but she had

married again and their lives moved in separate ways.

All the same Stella’s weighted words about Robert touched her. There was

enough truth in them, especially the question about why his first marriage had

become so intolerable. She had met Marianne a few times now and been treated

with some disdain, but she could only have expect this. Marianne also seemed

bright and sociable, funny even. When Claire pressed Robert he would only say

that they had such a different set of values they could not live together. He was not

talking about politics, or ethical values, but something subtler, and more about

their different sense of what mattered from day to day, what was worth discussing

and what was worth making a fuss about. He said it was like water on a stone,

wearing away at his love for her until there was nothing left.

She was not sure about this, about whether it explained enough. At other times

he would say they had never really adjusted to the birth of the children. It was a

common problem. She understood that parenthood might change you, and that

beyond your interest in the children you might find you had little left to say to each

other. She had seen it happen to others. Perhaps Robert made less of this just

because it was so common and he liked to think there was something more heroic

or tragic about his life. This vanity amused her, while the fact that he had
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mentioned the change brought by the children at all seemed significant. She was

still looking for clues.

None of this could help her understand why she herself had decided to accept

marriage. She understood why Robert had asked her. Her mother was right in

saying he was driven by his romanticism, his belief in the possibility of sharing his

life, his fear that unless he could do so his life would be somehow incomplete. She

did not feel this strongly herself. She may have done once but it had been driven

out of her, being on her own. All the same she knew she had come to want

something different. Perhaps she had been lonely without realising it.

Perhaps it was just that they had reached the point where some extra commitment

was called for. Perhaps she had sensed that without that extra commitment they

would inevitably drift apart, and she had found she did not want to let him go, not

yet. She wanted to know more. She found she missed him on the evenings she did

not see him. She loved just to sit with him, often in silence. When they went to bed

together she felt sudden surges of affection for him, which made her want to say

out loud that she loved him. Then his eyes would narrow and twinkle and he would

say that he loved her too, and kiss her eyelids or face some more. She had only

limited experience of men but she had never known one so gentle or apparently

thoughtful. She was not sure if she could say whether feeling this much meant she

was in love with him. She did not know what the sum of her feelings meant, or

whether they even needed to be thought of together as making sense, guiding what

she should do. She only knew she did not want it to stop, and that seemed a good

enough reason to say yes to him.

She took comfort too from the fact that he had not been unfaithful to his wife.

He might have struggled to explain himself, but he had not betrayed her.

Stella had finished her cigarette. She flicked the stub out onto the balcony

through the French doors. She watched its flight through the doors and for the

first time that morning Claire heard the sea, for the first time attending to the

bright sun and the warm light. There must have been a wind at work, the rush and

hiss of the waves on the shingle more urgent, rhythmic than on a calm day. She

thought she would like to be down by the sea, feeling its spray and breathing in the

salt air, calming herself, but there was no time. Stella pursed her lips.

“I suppose it’s time for us to get dressed.”
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Claire nodded, and stepped towards her, so she was closer to her but still could

not touch her. She wavered between the desires to hug her or strike her. She only

wished it could have been a simple hug, but nothing was simple with Stella and

Claire herself had always found it difficult to make gestures of affection. That was

why she had been so surprised at herself in bed with Robert. She said carefully

“You’re quite wrong mother, if you think I don’t know exactly what I’m doing.”

Her mother laughed.

“So you think you’re in love with him and that’s all that matters?”

Claire shrugged.

“I don’t think that at all, and that’s not what I’ve been saying.”

Stella shook her head, and Claire braced herself for some cutting contradiction.

Stella surprised her, and shrugged herself.

“I hope you’re right. I’m glad that you’re in love with him, but you should never

be ruled by your heart. It’s the worst guide in the world. I’d have been surprised

at you, at your age, if you had.”

Now Claire felt exasperated.

“I’m getting married mother. I’m trying to be as wise as I can about it. I’m trying

to know everything that’s in my heart, and what else have I got to go on?”

“Nothing at all.” Stella was shaking her head, crossing her arms, looking out to

sea. “We’re all fools to our hearts. If you’re wise you’ll never set your expectations

too high but you’ll pay a price for that too. I know all about this and I can’t stop

you hurting yourself, though since you’re not a mother you wouldn’t know how

that feels.”

On an ordinary day Claire would have walked away from her then. She agreed

with her about managing expectations, but could not bear to be so patronised. It

would not have been the first time she had left rather than confront her. Stella

seemed to enjoy provoking her, but on this day of all days, her perfect wedding day,

she could not let such rancour into her heart. She had to be polite. She needed her

mother’s help to get dressed. Claire bowed her head and said they had to get on

with it.

While Stella helped her she could not avoid touching her from time to time. Claire

had to stifle her revulsion at each touch. Now she was not sure she would have

liked to have been able to hug her. There was another world, the life she did not

have, the family life she had never had.
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How could it have been the best day of her life? She had been in too strange a

mood, and perhaps this explained her remark about love to Robert. She tried to

put the remark behind her, a little ashamed of herself, telling herself she had meant

nothing by it and maybe that was true. It had just come out. She was glad that

Robert seemed happy to forget it, or maybe he just forgot it.

They had cleared some tables from the middle of the restaurant to create a rough

and ready dance floor. The party had been planned to end quietly with the

departure of Robert and Claire, but they had agreed that it could be a happy end

to the formal proceedings if they had some slow romantic dancing.

It seemed right. Claire had chosen the first song: Roberta Flack’s version of The

First Time Ever I Saw Your Face. She had only limited interest in music, and had

struggled to think of a tune that would mean something to her. The song had

framed a soft-focused sex scene in the film Play Misty for Me. She had seen it as a

teenager and the scene had stayed in her imagination. She thought, she could

enjoy her dreams as much as anyone as long as she never confused them with

reality. The song had become her obvious choice, the nearest thing she had to a

favourite. She got up awkwardly when she heard the first bars of the music,

knowing what was expected of her, Robert now standing with his hands out and

open to her, waiting for her. She took his hands and let him pull her to him, a step

forward from their first encounter by the harbour wall. He felt very warm in her

arms. For a moment she squirmed to feel the eyes around the room on her, but she

told herself that they were smiling, wishing her well. As Roberta Flack’s voice

swelled, as she sang the first time ever I lay with you Robert pulled her closer and

pressed his fingers into her shoulder blades, his cheek against hers, unusually

smooth for that time of day. If anything this had been the designed climax of the

day. She let it happen.

As the song finished she looked up and saw Robert’s children looking straight at

them. Robert had talked to them early about his wedding plans and they had said

together that they wanted to come. Matthew had said he wanted to see his father

happy. Now they were smiling, clapping with everyone else. The boys looked sweet

and uncomfortable in their shirts and ties, while Grace had taken on her mother’s

beauty in her formal dress, looking suddenly like a young woman (which was

hardly true). She thought they seemed lovely, quiet but anxious all the same to

show her that it would be alright, to talk to her and be friends with her. She
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struggled to understand what might be going through their minds, but she was

glad for their apparent warmth and wanted to return it without presuming too

much. As the song finished and the applause broke out she went over to them,

closely followed by Robert. Matthew was drinking a small lager, while Grace and

Richard each had a full glass of cola.

“Are you having a nice time?” she asked them. It was a bland thing to say, and she

expected a bland response. Moving from behind her Robert took her hand,

deliberately making this significant gesture in front of his children, and Claire

thought, we have already done this, we’ve just been dancing in each other’s arms

in front of them. They should have been long past such sensitivities, and then she

reproved herself. Robert would always have that other life, his past demanding

acknowledgement and amends. No one reached middle age without some kind of

baggage, no one worth knowing. It defined him now, and she had to accept it as

part of what he was. She took comfort from the fact she knew all this and had

already come to terms with it. She let him squeeze her hand.

They went that night to a small hotel on the esplanade at Sandgate. A week in

Crete was booked from the following day, and it had seemed inappropriate to go

back to the flat they had been sharing for the last few months.

There was a balcony outside their bedroom. They leaned together on the railing,

watching the sun drop over the marsh beyond Hythe. The sea had taken on a dense,

grey blue sheen, while the cloud-streaked sky stretched over it, a deep pink around

the sun oozing through the streaks of the clouds to yellow then blue where the

night sky crept up from the sea’s far horizon. This was not new to them; they had

often walked out to the western end of the Leas to watch the sun go down, but it

compelled them still, endlessly varied, meaninglessly moving, abstract as some-

thing primeval and fundamental. They had some champagne on ice in a bucket

beside them on the balcony, and the flutes in their hands as they leaned forward

on the railing. Robert raised his glass to the light, looking at the glass. She saw the

pink light filter through it from the sky, gleaming through the steady rise of the

bubbles, and she lifted her glass towards him. He shifted his weight to face her.

“I haven’t said,” he began, apparently looking for the words, “I don’t think I ever

said how much in the worst days with Marianne, when everything was coming to

an end, I don’t think I ever really said how dark everything seemed, and I often

wondered why I was doing it, going through so much misery when I couldn’t see
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that things might get better on the other side, if I ever got to what I wanted, a life

apart from her. Some of that blackness stayed with me, until I met you, and today,

I just wanted to say because I don’t think I've said it, just wanted to say thank you,

thank you for giving me another life.”

She nodded, hearing him, feeling flattered and pleased. She tapped her glass

against his, echoing his toast, “to us”, watching the darkening sky, and then she

let him kiss her.
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It was an age ago, a different life, though I know it was my life, sitting in the Ship

in Sandgate, down the hill from our house.

It was an evening out with Marianne, when the children were still young but away

for the weekend with my brother’s family. It felt as if we had our old lives back for

the weekend, which is why we did nothing special. We did not go out to eat, but

we went down to the pub on a Friday night as we would have done before the

children were born. It had been a hot day in a hot summer, the night air so close

and heavy that it felt it must break soon into a storm. We sat in the pub with the

doors open, but there was no breeze, the noise of the street breaking into the

smoky red light around the tables where we sat.

I cannot remember what we talked about through the evening. It must have been

unimportant. I imagine it would have been about domestic things, about the

children or the new house. We had only moved down to Folkestone that spring,

and were still getting to know it. Though I had lived in Kent as a child I had not

known much about the town before and was warily, happily discovering its charms.

I had been in the Ship a few times and liked its old fashioned, improvised

atmosphere, the sense that the place looked much the same as it must have done

for decades, no slot machines or screens to break the flow of conversation about

the place, though there was quiet music from a speaker in the ceiling by the bar.

Perhaps we talked about the pub, or Sandgate, its pretensions as a village, even

though it ran seamlessly into the town, or the defining presence of the sea. It would

have been this kind of talk because we already knew each other so well that there

seemed little point in discussing our feelings about life in general. It had all been

said before. Both of us already knew what the other would think, and we had

already defined the limits of our interest in each other; we knew where we could

go and what we should avoid. We had to look for new things, our new home, or

current affairs, the events around us.

It was unimportant. It did not affect what happened next, whatever we talked

about. You think it should do, that one thing probably followed another, and you

try to summon the details back by flexing your will. But I know it wasn’t like that,

not then. We had both felt the pressure to be together, the obligation to spend time

Electricity
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together, and that we should have felt this as a pressure was probably a sign that

things were beginning to go wrong between us. You would have thought the night

might have ended in an argument, but it was worse, and spontaneous, and it left

me feeling desolate.

The Ship usually closed late in those days, after the legal time. We stayed till the

bar staff were throwing people out, past midnight. It was still warm. I was wearing

an open shirt, Marianne a T shirt and loose wraparound skirt, her legs bare. As we

stepped out of the pub there was a warm breeze, sprung up from somewhere out

at sea, caressing us and the night felt less ominous, for a moment, until the whole

sky flashed with distant lightning, too far away for thunder yet. It made the sky,

the night feel organic, alive, literally electric. Marianne had grabbed my hand,

pulling me along beside the pub, down towards the beach. The sea’s breath pushed

through the parted teeth of the shore in the warm breeze, its lulling drag around

the pebbles on the edge of the water. There was no moon, no cloud, but the

knocked-back glitter of the stars, blanked out by the sporadic flashes of the

lightning. The stragglers from the pub, or the other bars in the village, had left the

streets, the beach empty even of night fishermen in either direction, at least as far

as I could see.

“What are you doing?” I asked, letting her pull me further over the shifting stones,

down towards the tumbled blocks of rock that broke the line of the beach, reaching

down into the sea. She shook her head and said nothing, pulling me on, down,

until we were by the rocks.

“What are you thinking?”

Still there was nothing. She was not looking at me. The sky blanked an electric

white, soaking her turned head in the glare. Then we were in the warm, soft

darkness again. Past her face, past the vague moving surface of the sea, there were

the lights of the distant shore, another country, a place I remembered as foreign

once, the alien feel of the signage the first thing I’d seen as I crossed the Channel

with my parents on childhood camping holidays. That strangeness was gone now,

northern France a place I had been so often for shopping and short breaks that it

seemed only part of my life. Everything seemed to go that way, the exciting dulled

by familiarity. We become dull with the ease of our lives.

I could not say I was thinking this then. I saw the lights then, probably thought

how clear the night must be and I do remember thinking, that it was odd, because
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immediately around us though you could make out the shapes and see the colour

of the beach pebbles immediately, their night-time colours, this was a trick of the

light when the night air had draped everything in a thick brown hue, a heaviness

with the heat only ripped away for moments by the lightning flashes. Somewhere

down the Channel, far south, there was the rumble of the storm’s thunder. I was

wondering whether it would come closer, whether the storm would break over us,

the hot night. You could never be sure of how it would move. Though the night

was close it did not feel as if it was about to break, not with the breeze. It’s funny

how we still seem to be able to sense these things, an animal thing. Marianne

leaned first against the rock and then let herself slip down against it. She was

looking at me now, holding up her hands to take my hands once more.

“What is it?” I asked her again. “What do you want?”

I had given her my hands, and she pulled me down towards her.

“I want you to kiss me Rob,” she said, “like we used to kiss, out on the street, or

anywhere, when you knew me first.”

My first impulse was to protest and refuse, but she was pulling me down. I was

surprised, unready for this, rather than unwilling and so there was never any

chance I would refuse. She had slumped right down and was lying on the beach

beside the overshadowing rocks. Perhaps my hesitation came from the awareness

that others might see us, the risk of it but I was becoming excited and losing

interest in their possible passing, a little drunk I was for sure. I had gone down on

my knees and then full length beside her, half on her, leaning over her, the hard

pebbles shifting beneath my elbow and hip, but then seeming comfortable, their

hardness seeming to go as they shaped themselves around me. I was kissing her

on, in the mouth, as she had asked and then insisted, like we had not kissed since

those earliest days. The thunder boomed louder and threatened, but still far away.

My right hand was moving over her, down onto her naked leg, and I felt her skin

tense, beginning to tremble.

The kissing transformed the night. It’s perverse, how ready we are to accept

kissing in public, and think nothing when it is shown in films or anywhere; after

all it’s not like fucking, we tell ourselves, not the real consuming thing, as if it was

safe and acceptable because we don’t have to lose control, as if we were frightened

mostly at the loss of that control, its indignity. But you could say kissing is the most

intimate thing we can do to each other, this opening of our mouths to each other,
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this the most open we can ever be to the physical reality of our inner selves. It is

the most basic gesture, the earliest thing a baby does to try its consciousness

against the world, putting things in its mouth, as if taking something into yourself

could solve your bafflement at the otherness of the world. In that meeting between

lovers of inner flesh, soft tongues and saliva, it’s like that’s where we always go first

but so deeply to try our longing to end the difference between us.

Through the years, with our love making, I had kissed Marianne routinely,

increasingly through habit or expectation, the motions we all go through. It was

common enough, and yet that night the familiarity fell away. It was as though we

had found each other again, becoming passionate on the pebble beach, hard and

malleable beneath us as she pushed me over onto my back, pulling down her pants

and lifting her skirt free from the twist of her legs. I had undone my trousers, eased

them with my pants over my erection, down to the top of my legs, the least that I

could do and still it felt bold and mad with my hard cock out in the air, that warm

air, an outrageous, fantastic thing to do. She took hold of it, pulling the skin up

and down quickly as if making sure, then took it firmly, sliding her thighs over my

thighs, took me into her. Her skirt fell over the exposed skin of my thighs. My

buttocks were exposed on the cool shingle, but for the rest of me, I was enveloped

by the heat of her, palpable. She was squatting on her folded thighs, sitting up from

me with her hands by her sides, her back to the sea. The lightning lit her up again,

followed more closely this time by the thunder, and she gasped, sighed as if with

the sea, its rush and lap on the shore, drawing me into her, the warm darkness

sliding over me.

Later I wondered if this was how it had been when we first made love, but I could

not really remember. Naturally I remembered the time, the place, and even that I

was nervous before we started. She had seemed so confident, so sure of herself.

And though I could not really remember how it was I knew it worked for us then.

If as we got used to each other we made love less often, I did not know if it was

the passing time, the force of familiarity but I felt the loss. There was always so

much else to do, and then the children were so often in the way, and after a while

it seemed to matter less and less, a part of our lives we had explored and which

mostly now had all the charm of the harbour in Calais.

So I had come to think, but there was her face above me, beginning to twist with

the effort and tension as the orgasm rose in her, as beautiful as she had always been
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and again the lightning flash picked out the line of her cheek as her face turned

from side to side and the thunder reverberated in the air, and this moment felt as

if it could change everything, as if we could be alive again.

It was over for us together, more or less. She slumped forward, her hands on my

shoulders and then head on my shoulders and she began to giggle. I laughed with

her, but was uneasy again, becoming conscious again that we were not far from

the path and that someone, anyone might come along. At least now I could zip up

and pretend that this was no more than lovers kissing, respectable or perhaps just

tolerable. I thought, for all my occasional imagined adventures I had never done

anything like this in my life, and here I was behaving with my wife as if we were

lovers. It seemed a good idea. I thought it was a good idea but it did not make me

feel easy.

She stood up, pulling on her pants while I sorted out my trousers. The base of

my spine was sore where it had chafed against the pebbles. There was still no sign

of other human life on the beach. I could hear the sound of cars on the main road,

back behind the pub, but out here there was nothing, or just themselves. This too

seemed right, but did not help my sense of discomfort.

There is after all, nothing like intimacy to make you feel how far you have grown

apart. I was struggling to understand, to tell myself what I felt, regaining my senses

on the shore. She had already started to walk away from me, along the beach

towards Sandgate Hill and the climb back up to our house in Folkestone. Although

the thunder still lurked in the air the crunch of her shoes on the pebbles was the

loudest sound in the night. I began to follow her.

I imagined such moments shape our lives, and certainly they punctuate them. If

I could not remember exactly how it was in our early days together at least I could

remember when it was. That night on the beach, I could say for sure that the way

I remembered the light from the storm on her face was true. I could not say

whether or not I had imagined it, knowing there was a storm and that the rest of

it happened too, that the facts were in place.

It would be wrong to say it was the beginning of the end, because I knew at the

time it seemed wonderful and positively disturbing. I remembered thinking after-

wards that it showed the magic was still there, and that come what may as a couple

we had to find a means to preserve it, to notice how it worked between us and

nurture it.
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But the days have slipped away from me, and whatever I choose to remember is

tinged with whatever I would like to remember. We make sense of our lives as we

go along and we instinctively look to our pasts to guide us, hoping that experience

will give us the best context for understanding the present. But too often we let the

present reshape our sense of the past, bringing a further distortion to what we

know of ourselves now. This is how our past becomes truly lost to us. We hang on

to the fact. I do know that this wild lovemaking never happened again, and I had

tried to understand why this was so, but it made no sense. We stayed together for

many years after that night on the beach, and because it never happened again I

have been tempted to think it was the point where something broke between us. I

am not even sure what the something was. Perhaps it was in Marianne’s head, or

maybe even mine and I could not work it out. Of course I knew none of this at the

time. I hurried over the difficult shingle to catch up with her, happy like a puppy,

as men can be, and still disturbed, hurrying to be close to her so I could claim the

reassurance of being with her. She turned round as I approached and smiled, and

that seemed enough. I had no idea of what was going on in her head, and I did not

dare to ask her. We never spoke of it, not until years later.

It did not happen.
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Used to sleep in the attic of our house, my little private, dream home, the place I

dreamed. One night sitting up late, reading quietly, like I did, and I happened to

look up. There was a mouse in the doorway, sniffing around the doorway in the poor

light. Wanted to say, come in, come in, I won’t hurt you, but as soon as it sensed

me it darted backwards, out of sight. Then two nights later it did the same thing,

and as I called it, it was gone. Began to fantasise about the mouse, how I would

feed it small food, make it trust me, make it be my friend. Thought the mouse would

know this, and come to trust me. For a while longer found signs of it about the place,

or glimpsed it, and this fed my dreams, but it stopped coming. Perhaps it died,

shrivelled and dried under some floorboard, or perhaps my parents killed it, or the

cat did.
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Claire and Robert had listened to the gale building all through the night. In name

and its place on the map it was the same sea they had watched on the night of their

wedding, years before, but that morning it seemed a different creature whipped up

to foam and churning waves by the autumn winds. Robert had been restless

through the morning, listening to the gale battering their windows, the heaving of

the water beyond. Standing by the window he said he loved the sea when it was so

vital, alive and hostile. He smiled as he said this and added that of course he was

safe on the land. He wondered what it would be like to be down on the front right

now. Claire wanted to stay in, warm in their flat, and she feared the gale would

bring rain. At first she did not respond to him, reading the Sunday paper, but as

he continued to walk about the room she was unsettled by his restlessness. She

folded her paper away noisily and slapped it on the coffee table.

“Why don’t we go out then? Why don’t we down to the beach?”

She expected him to be pleased, but there was a disconcerting blankness in his

face as he nodded back to her.

“Okay … I was going to say, I’d like to go down there.” He looked at his watch.

“Perhaps we should go and have a drink or something, perhaps go down to

Sandgate, have a drink in the Ship.” He looked back out of the window. She was

wondering what he meant, feeling uneasy in her stomach.

“Don’t you want me to come?”

He shook his head, emphatically, and then confused her by saying

“Not at all. I mean, it would be really good if you came.”

She did not want him to go out alone, any more than she wanted to go with him.

She went for what seemed the lesser of two evils.

The gale hit them as they stepped out onto the Leas, blowing from the south west

up the Channel and hard into their faces. As they came to the footpath running

down the cliff they saw the sea clearly for the first time, a dark mirror of the

grey-blue sky as it stretched with apparent calm towards the far French coast, fast

moving ripples the only sign that the distant calm was a trick of the light. Here

above the arc of the bay the water was churned to something darker, greener,

frothing white and hurling itself along the line of the beach. With the gale crashing

Penguin
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into them they felt the full force of it, an abstract roar at this elevated remove, and

still powerful enough to excite her, an elemental thing.

Robert led them, hurrying down the path, the rough track and the steeper broken

steps that dropped them quickly to the ragbag of grand and improvised houses on

a level with the beach, the road called The Riviera with no obvious irony. They

skirted the houses to pass through the wide gate onto the beach. The storm had

thrown shingle into a bank across the concrete pathway which ran between the

houses and Sandgate. The tide was high and the strongest waves crashed right up

to the wall at the bottom of the gardens. If they were unlucky it seemed likely they

would get soaked as they followed the shingle-covered route of the path, struggling

to keep their footing over the shifting stones. Robert turned to her eager, like a

young boy.

“Are you up for it?” he asked. “A quick dash and a bit of a risk … what do you

think?”

She thought, she did not understand how he could possibly want to take this

chance. It was stupid, pointless.

“I’m going to go back along the road. You take the beach way if you want but if

you get wet we won’t be going to the pub.”

“We won’t get wet. It’s just the risk that makes it exciting.”

“It’s not worth the risk.”

He looked at her for a moment, rueful.

“Perhaps you’re right.”

They turned back the way they had come, walking from the shingle to the tarmac

of the Riviera road, past the jumbled fronts of the beachside houses, their expen-

sive cars. They could hear the sea clearly and the wind was still strong despite the

barrier of the houses, or the walls of the little castle at the end of the lane. They

paid it scant attention, the familiar thing, walking in close to its walls to protect

themselves from the gale as best they could, Claire following Robert again. They

passed the castle and turned left through the car park, back onto the beach. There

were more people at this end of the village, come down in their cars to watch the

spectacle of the winds (the car park was full, people standing by the wall looking

over the beach where the breakers thrashed and hurled themselves about, the

watchers mostly safe from their clutching reach but the foam still flecked them, the

salt taste and spatter in the air). Claire knew Robert would not be happy standing
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in the crowd and so she followed him down the little steps onto what was left of

the pathway, crunching over the shingle. In front of them was a concrete slab,

ordinarily jutting out above the shingle, but now a focal point for the writhe and

billow of the waves, a bloom of the white and frothing surface of the water, heaving

itself around the slab with a sputter and sigh, each bigger wave drawing a gasp

from the watchers the echo of its own airless gasping. Claire thought, standing

here they could still get wet, and she took hold of his arm, pulling him to the right

and up the slipway to the Sandgate Esplanade. Here too there was the debris of

the storm: most of the residents had moved their cars and the roadway was strewn

with pebbles, the spasmodic cast of the loaded waves threatening the remaining

cars and those people still walking on the road. Robert hovered by the concrete

edge, where the road dropped away to the beach, the wind stranding his uncharac-

teristically long hair over his face and he pushed it back with this spread fingers,

struggling all the time to stand still in the buffeting of the wind.

“Isn’t it fantastic?” he said. “Doesn’t it just make you feel alive?”

She supposed so. You could imagine giving yourself to the storm and she had

done so in the past, the fantasy of being taken up by the elements, their extremity,

and she loved the sea as much as he did. She could be moved by it, but she was in

no mood today for these fantasies. Perhaps it was because she wanted to stay on

the sofa, curled up with her newspaper and away from the weather. She thought,

she hated the approach of winter, and shivered. Robert had turned away from her,

looking south past the line of houses, and slabbed blocks of seaside flats, Hythe in

the distance though this was no more than a notion through the curtain of the

spray, not something you could see. Despite the thrash and turmoil of the sea the

land stood relentlessly unmoved. The threat from the sea was an illusion, for here

on the shore it could only inconvenience them. It would have been different if you

were out there in a small boat. Robert looked back at her, a new expression on his

face.

“I always think,” he said, “when I look along this beach, how disgusting, how

disappointing it must be if you visit here. I love it because it’s my home, but if you

were a visitor looking at those hideous low rise flats, what would you think?”

His voice was raised to make himself heard above the gale. She shook her head.

“I just think we should go where it’s warm.”
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He was looking at her, waving his hand back towards the flats. It was true that

the first block was unpleasant.

“It just ignores the site, makes it feel like a wasteland,” Robert was shouting again.

“I’d like to flatten the lot of them and start again.”

She was looking past him, a little further along the beach where the road turned

sharply right to rejoin the main street through the village. The Ship Inn was on this

corner and offered warmth and shelter, but she lifted her arm to point at the sight

on the beach. He noticed her now and looked that way. A young couple had gone

down on to the pebbles, carrying a small bundle, which they set down. She thought

first, that they must be mad going down onto the beach in this weather, when they

could easily be caught by a wave and soaked. But they did not go much nearer to

the water. The girl was fussing with the bundle, and the boy had stepped back from

them, pulling what looked like a camera from his bag. The girl stood up from the

bundle, her back to the waves. Beside her was something black, birdlike but more

upright. It was bigger than most birds too, at least as big as large crow, but it was

not a crow.

“Is that,” she said pointing, “is that, well it looks like a penguin doesn’t it?”

This seemed ridiculous. She had already walked past Robert, trying to see better

and he came with her, just behind her. The other people standing around seemed

not to have noticed, or had decided to ignore them. Claire thought, it was too small

for a penguin, but it did look like a penguin. Perhaps it was a baby. Were you

allowed to keep penguins as pets? Why had they brought it here? The girl was

posing now against the backdrop of the waves, trying out different poses, crouch-

ing and standing by the strange bird, which moved its head suggesting it was alive,

but otherwise seeming unperturbed either by the waves or the people around them.

The boy was laughing, taking a picture.

“Should we ask them what they are doing it for?” asked Robert, but Claire shook

her head. “Let’s go to the pub now, I’m getting cold.”

A big wave crashed onto the beach. She felt the droplets it scattered across her

face, the taste of it on her lips. The couple had seen it coming, scooped up the bird

and stepped quickly back onto the esplanade. Then they were back on the beach.

Claire had seen enough, and she turned away from them, away from the beach,

urging Robert to come with her. He had nodded, walked quickly past her and into

the side entrance of the Ship. She followed him, through into the front bar.
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The pub was usually busy on Sunday lunchtimes. It was early but the crowd was

already in. It was only a small pub, dimly lit and smoky, but they found a seat in

the corner under the large yellowing chart of the Channel that covered most of the

wall behind them. The carpet was that indeterminate shade of worn-out red that

seemed to make the floor in many pubs, formed by spilt drinks and cigarette ash.

She could not share Robert’s enthusiasm for the British pub tradition. He came

back from the bar with a pint of bitter and a dry white wine.

“It’s a bit warmer in here isn’t it?” he said, the expected small talk as they

recovered their breath. She was still feeling disturbed by the penguin.

“What were they doing?”

He paused, trying to pick up her train of thought, then smiled as he worked it out.

“I could easily have asked them what it was, but you didn't seem to want to hang

around.”

She picked up her glass.

“They were probably just looking for attention. Best left to themselves.”

“I don’t suppose we’ll ever know. People do their own thing, you can never tell

what might make them … well, make such gestures. You could never know

whether they were trying to call attention to themselves or just saying they didn’t

care what other people thought, like it was a private moment for them both, out

with their penguin.”

“Do you really think it was a penguin?”

He sipped at his beer, and now he spoke as if to the glass.

“I’ve got no idea, and you know the difficult thing, now that we’re in here, warm

and out of all that wind and what it was like, the difficult thing is you begin to

doubt what you saw with your own eyes. It was a black bird, we know that, and

well, the size you’d expect a small penguin to be .. .but I don’t know. It doesn’t

make sense.”

“It’s not worth getting worked up over. I think it was a penguin. We don’t know

what was going on. I’m sure there was a story behind it, an explanation. And I

know I stopped you asking for it …”

“It doesn’t matter does it? It’s just our curiosity.”

She agreed.

“And as you say, they were probably just out to make a little exhibition of themselves.”
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He was silent for a moment, turning his fingers around his glass, and a little smile

began to play around his lips. She thought it was a twisted smile.

“What is it?”

He said

“I was thinking about Marianne.”

“Oh?”

“Just …” He looked up at her. “I don’t know if I ever told you … When you said

they were making an exhibition of themselves, and I was remembering, there was

a time down here with Marianne, we also risked making a bit of a show.”

She looked back at him.

“You didn’t tell me.”

He nodded.

“I’m sorry, it’s because … I always worry about talking to you about my life with

Marianne, worry that it could be insensitive, and because to me it just feels like

another life, someone else’s life.”

“But you’ve started now … so what did you do?”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m sorry I mentioned it.”

“That’s not fair.” She was looking at his face, trying to read him. His discomfort

showed there.

“It really doesn’t matter. It was nothing, just a bit of showing off. I’d rather not

talk about it anymore.”

“That doesn’t sound like you, showing off.”

“It isn’t like me. Maybe that’s why it feels like another life. It was a momentary

thing and it’s not worth dwelling on.”

“Please yourself,” she said, sitting back from the table, picking up her glass.

There had to be a difficult silence now, the conversation truncated. She felt the

cold of her wine against her fingers, waiting for him. He was not looking at her.

He looked around the bar.

“It’s funny, how this place feels like a village pub, even though it’s really in

Folkestone. But I suppose the locals don’t see it that way. I suppose they sit down

here thinking themselves superior to the rest of the town … or lucky to be here, or

whatever they think.”

Claire sighed. She did not know what else to talk about.
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“I wouldn’t worry too much about what they think, whatever makes them feel

happy.”

He looked back at her now.

“I’m not worried about them, not really. But it’s my job of course, thinking about

places and people. I think most architects dream of creating places that do affect

people, that make them feel glad to be there, and then you look at somewhere like

Sandgate, where there are pretty cottages but so much crappy building as well and

you wonder what difference you can ever make, whatever you could do that would

make the work seem worthwhile.”

What would make her life seem worthwhile? There was a question. Claire was not

sure it was worth asking. She thought it probably did not make sense to try to see

your life this way. Life was just something you had, a starting point. It did not have

to make sense. She knew Robert was not conventionally religious but he had that

instinct, that reaching after meaning where she was content to accept that there

could be none. She would say that hers was the harder choice, but even if life

resisted meaning it still seemed important to be as true as you could to how you

saw things, and to understand what was true.

He paused, to take another sip from his glass. He had suddenly sounded upset,

but there was no real agitation in his body, beyond his shifting in the seat. He had

typically slipped from architecture to touch on a sense of his own value, and maybe

this was the truer reflection of whatever was driving him, the pressure of time, the

sense of being held back by the limits of your personality or personal energy or

whatever, and more than this by the decisions you had made in the past. She could

guess at all these things, and imagine them, though she did not feel this way herself.

She believed that contentment was the absence of demands you could not answer,

the freedom from problems you could not solve. She had believed this from early

in her adulthood, emerging from disappointment to her strong realism. Happiness

was a mood that came and went, but for Claire contentment was a condition which

had to be maintained, defended. She knew that Robert did not share her view.

When she committed herself to spending her life with him she had understood that

there would be times when she would have to defend herself against him, against

his idealism. This had not concerned her. She felt instinctively that she was

stronger than him, through the strength of her realism. Most of the time his

presence supported her contentment. When it seemed to threaten her, she could
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surround herself with stubborn indifference, and so stay true to herself. She said

to him

“You’ve done lots of good work. You have lots to be proud of, and you’re lucky

you’ve been able to channel your creativity to make a living out of it too.”

He folded his arms, leaning back against the bench.

“I suppose you’re right.” He sighed. “It doesn’t make anything any easier.”

She patted his leg.

“I wonder what those people will think, when they’re our age, looking back on

their pictures of the penguin and the sea and the storm. I wonder if they will

remember the day with happiness, because it seemed to be a happy day for them.”

Robert hugged himself with his folded arms.

“I imagine that will depend on what happens next. I imagine it depends on what

happens for the rest of today, and more important for the rest of their lives.”

This was her point. They agreed on so much. Time could change your feelings

about whatever was true, because eventually you would forget just how you felt, or

what it was like to go through the experience that shaped you, or changed you.

Robert was sitting with his eyes half-closed.
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We mostly dream of a way of sharing, a way of being with someone which is as

comfortable as solitude, but with the richness of the other life. It was my dream of

marriage, a partnership that felt like being by yourself, enlarging who you were, a

deeper form of self-possession, this happiness of being in the presence of another

and feeling even as she stood before you that she was part of you.

It was my dream, and I know it could only be a dream, a condition you could

approach but not realise. I think that success in marriage, success means finding

out how to make the compromises work, without losing sight of the dream.

Then there comes a tipping point, where you give up on your dreams, accepting

it is too late, accepting so much that you do not want because it is tied to all the

things you have, accepting that you have become too old to dream.

This night, finishing work, when I step out of the door, into the warm night, I

cannot face the idea of going home. I hesitate for a moment, and perhaps because

I have been thinking of her, I decide to walk down to the harbour, to find the calm

of that water, the place where we had met, and moved on. Perhaps I am thinking

about retracing my steps, stepping back, as if I could take a different direction. It

may be the thought at the back of my mind. I leave it there. I begin to walk down

through the broad, the empty main street, the shops darkened and lifeless. I pass

a couple of bars, their windows flickering, the thump of music spilling onto the

pavement outside, and I lower my head, going quickly past them, thinking about

my solitude, how I could have come to be so alone when I have so many friends,

the hinterland of friends that somehow seem no longer part of my life, though I

still call them friends. As I come into the darker shadows of the Old High Street,

the cobbled slope down, I’m wondering if this is just a function of how time goes

and the way we fall into work, what happens as you got older and settled into life

in different places.

At least I know myself in this solitude. At the bottom of the Old High Street I look

across the emptied space of the harbour, the seafood stalls closed down and the

drinkers withdrawn from the outside tables to the brighter warmth of the bar

interiors. The streetlamps hold off the darkness with a yellow cast, but the

remnants of the commercial port, the tapering mass of its concrete jetty goes into

Karaoke
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the darkness and defines it with the shining amber and greens of the harbour lights.

Above them all but low in the sky sits a full wan moon, a sallow disk in the thick

sky, suspended like an ornament as if the night scene had been arranged for me,

and I have a role to play out on its stage. I look across the street to the massy

bronze of a bull’s head, a marker for the growth of the creative town, a wrought

effort to make meaning out of matter, and I smile to myself, thinking I can do no

more than move from one moment to the next.

I walk on, under the arches of the old railway bridge to the cobbled quayside of

the fishing harbour. I still have little idea of what I am doing, or where I am going,

or a vague idea I might walk to the end of the cobbles and the darkening view over

the Sunny Sands where I sat with Claire on that first evening, measuring the

distance between then and now. It is only a weak notion. But as I pass one of the

pubs the music jolts me, an outflow of liveliness and company and suddenly, this

time, I want company, even if it only means sitting alone with other people.

I pause outside the doorway. I do not really know the pubs at this end of town.

Occasionally I will still go to the Ship in Sandgate with Claire, as I used to with

Marianne, but we have no reason to come down here to the harbour. I glance up

at the hanging sign and see that this pub is also called the Ship, a co-incidence or

a failure of imagination, but that’s wrong. I know full well there is no question of

failure: the two pubs are a few miles apart and both are next to the sea. Pubs next

to the sea are often called The Ship. It is not failure, but only normal. I pause

because I do not know what to expect inside, bodies visible and crowded around

the French doors which form the frontage, and seeing the crowd I wonder whether

I will find any place I could sit and be quiet inside. This hesitation is stupid,

mannered. I step into the doorway and find myself smiling, moving through the

crowd.

Backed against one of the windows, by a stack of electronic boxes and a pair of

mounted speakers, a woman with fat arms and a blonde bob of hair is standing

looking down on a small screen with a microphone gripped tightly in her hand,

held up near her mouth, going through the motions of an Elvis Presley song and

just off key with every note, cheered on by the people surrounding her. Normally

I would go some way to avoid karaoke sessions, but I think I could do with the

diversion, and I continue to smile as I edge my way past them towards the bar.
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The smile becomes my defence, a way of coping with my uncertainty, standing

waiting for my drink and looking around for a place to sit. The good idea, the lure

of company is slipping from me and I feel conspicuous standing, the bar full of

people happy and loud, already a little drunk. I think the drink might help my

mood, help me feel like them, receiving it gladly from the young barman and I gulp

off the top of it, turning and I see there is an empty seat at the end of a bench, a

space divided from the other people on the bench by a round table and I step

across the floor quickly, sitting down like I am coming up for air. The space, the

crowd reshapes itself around me, oblivious to me and I am smiling to myself,

taking in the space, the crowd, relaxing now I can feel inconspicuous among them.

The chubby woman has finished at the microphone and there are more cheers as

she introduces the next would-be singer, a tall man taking her place. As I look

again I think that this is a bizarrely tall man, stooped over the microphone even

though he is holding it away from the stand, turning it in his hand. His eyes too

are fixed on the screen beside him and he launches into a Madness song. He has

a good voice. I feel my legs stir, as if I want to dance (I have no intention of

dancing); perhaps I am the same sort of age as the tall man, and we share a

memory of this song, something from our early adulthoods. The room shifts again

as the heavy bass notes thud through its floor, and others begin to dance wildly, all

taken up with the music. In front of me a group of three couples are moving

unevenly, two blonde women and their uniform partners, short men in black shirts

and jeans with bronzed shaved heads and gold jewellery dancing deliriously as if

the 1980s had never ended. The third couple is different, the man slighter, his

short hair thinning but still visible, while the tall thin woman has her long brown

hair shaped above her forehead in a 1940s fashion. I think she could not be that

old, even if she looks more worn than the leathery blonde women. Over and over

I look at these strangely matching unlike couples, the playing out of their relation-

ships, in front of my eyes and forcing me to consider the limits of what I can know.

The blonde women with their bald browned partners, they seem still interested in

each other, simply happy to be together. It might not be true, but it seems there is

an animation in them, the picture of animation being the way I understand that

they seem to be enjoying themselves, and as I feel the kneading of self pity I try to

close down this line of thought, looking up and across the bar, across the room,

through the bodies and the smoke to a couple at the bar, a man standing in front
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of his girlfriend, an ape of a man with cropped blonde hair and a thick neck. The

girlfriend is standing with her back to me, so I cannot see her but she seems petite,

facing her boyfriend and looking up at him. He stands over her, dancing around

her without moving his legs, and instead of talking to her he is singing along with

the Madness song, singing directly into her face, his own face twisting with the

assumed emotion and effort of the song. He too seems to be enjoying himself. I

think, perhaps this is better than conversation. It is certainly funnier to watch, and

being amused seems a more comfortable detachment than envy.

The Madness song has finished, the tall man stepping away from the microphone.

The plump woman brings up another singer quickly, no taller than average and

fatter, red faced and beaming at them as he growls the opening words of his

chosen ballad, the old Righteous Brothers’ song You’ve lost that loving feeling. I

grimace, shaking my head. The mood in the bar swings rapidly, the frantic dancers

turning to each other, embracing for the slow pace, step after step enveloping each

other. Over at the bar the ape man has made the song his own, his shoulders and

arms throbbing with his mimed pleas and the girl sits at the same short distance

from him, looking back at him. I wonder whether she is pretty, and look past her

to where a group of young women are talking and laughing (I can see this from

their faces and movements though I can hear little above the music). They are a

kind of alluring blur to me, a knot of vague attraction, registering in my imagina-

tion as girls mostly have from my early teens but they are barely older than that

themselves, something between girls and women, a distinction that sometimes

troubles me as important and is so often obscured in my own reactions or those of

the other men around me. Come along girls, they’d say to the sagging skinned the

wind bloated sails of their once pretty wives, perhaps because they could still see

the prettiness that once had charmed them, more likely because they are so worn

themselves that they can no longer look around with any expectation of getting laid.

Just as the song ends, my attention is pulled back sharply to the bar by a crash

and scream and I look up to see the last moments of the fall, another young woman

who has been sitting at the bar and somehow simply fallen off her high stool to the

screams of laughter from her friends, splayed momentarily as she falls to her hands

and knees, unsure herself whether she has been hurt. She lifts her head, her long

black hair falling around her face, and begins to pick herself up, straightening her

blue shirt down over her bulging stomach, a roll of flesh forcing its way out
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between the bottom of her shirt and the top of her white skirt, rubbing her knees

and coming to stand again, trying to laugh, running a hand over its opposite elbow.

“Aren’t I a one?” her voice comes across to me and the music has stopped now. I’m

thinking, what a strange thing to say this is, what a strange sentence, but her

friends are all nodding as if it is normal and as the girl eases herself back onto the

stool she is laughing with them all again, not letting them laugh at her. I’m thinking

how much has changed even in my short lifetime, a conventional thing to think and

how strange it is to look at teenage drunkenness and see in it a sign of social

progress, but there is truth in that, and truth in the sense of progress, in the sense

of history making things better beyond me, beside me. There is comfort in the

thought of the world getting better pretty well regardless of what I do.

Or fail to do. Another singer is making her way to the microphone. I have finished

my beer and as suddenly as I wanted to come in I want to be away from here. The

crowd moves slightly, obligingly, letting me pass. I am quickly back out in the close

night air, breathing it into me, feeling its warmth and calm, thinking I will have to

hurry home, thinking I will have to get on with my life, accepting what I have.
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They talk of temporary madness. Maybe that would explain it. Or maybe it would

be just a convenient way of excusing myself. I try to remember what I must have

been thinking, but I do not trust my memory, which is like a madness in itself.

Small things can make us feel the fragility of our minds, how easily the detail of

the world can begin to elude us. I was once given a t shirt with a small Guinness

logo on the front. The second time I put it on, when I looked in the mirror,

suddenly the logo was huge, the letters spread fully across my chest. For a few

seconds I was disconcerted. Had I dreamt how the design had been before? Was

I asleep now? Or had the design changed itself, suggesting that magic could really

happen? For those moments I had a dizzying sense of the world moving just out

of my grasp, and then I noticed I had put the shirt on back to front. The label was

by my throat. I realised that the back of the shirt must have always had this large

logo, and I had not looked or noticed. It was a relief to pull out my arms and turn

it around. There again was the small logo. It felt better the right way round, more

comfortable about the neck.

You hope you can hang on to what is real, but you cannot be sure. You tell

yourself that it’s all for love, and that seems real enough when you feel it, and the

most abstract thing when it slips away from you.

I lost it with Marianne, but it was not as if I walked out of her life. We had a

common interest in the children, financial arrangements to be made. She loathed

me for a while and did not hide it. There would be calm times, times she might

even be amiable, though it always seemed her hostility was not far below the

surface. Where I would have let things drift after I’d moved out she quickly

brought in lawyers to push for the divorce. I came to understand it was because

she wanted to take control of her life again, her initial anger in part a reaction to

the moment I had appeared to take things into my own hands, taking control away

from her. We argued bitterly over the settlement, and then reached an agreement.

She told anyone who would listen that I had treated her meanly, but I don’t think

this was apparent to most outsiders. We both had enough to get on with our lives.

When I remarried her loathing seemed to re-surface, though I was not sure why.

She had chosen not to marry again, but she seldom seemed short of company or

Dredger



69

attention. I think she had several lovers (she was always a beautiful woman) and

at least one of them asked her to marry him. She refused, and though I never

wanted to know too much about any of them, she told me once that she never took

any of them seriously. She said it was because of the children, but also because the

men seemed so hopeless. She could enjoy them for the evening, the night, but she

could never have lived with them. She said now she was surprised at how long she

had lived with me.

There is nothing unusual here. These are the common things people say, when

they go through a divorce. It’s miserable, for sure. You have such intimacy, and

then it counts for nothing. It doesn’t go away, but it no longer feels important. Like

most divorced people I got through the misery by clinging to the knowledge that

my first marriage had been the biggest mistake of my life, and that now I was

putting it right. I could remember why I had got married, what I felt, but thought

it took a special kind of courage to recognise when you have got it wrong, when

you are just too different and despite the years you might have spent together, that

you cannot live together. When I married Claire I believed I had learnt from this

painful experience. I believed that this time for sure I had thought everything

through, that I had read all the signs and understood my own feelings.

Perhaps I had. Feelings can change after all, but I could never have imagined how.

That might be some excuse. It was like a spell had been cast on me, the change that

sudden. Until then I had learnt to look at Marianne with a detachment that

sometimes made her seem inhuman.

Then, and now, the difference that time can make on its own. I have reached the

summer, there reality, and a concert in the grass amphitheatre constructed by the

council at the bottom of the zigzag path, one of the older and more formal paths

linking the Leas walk on the top of the cliff to the lower park. It is a good space,

an arc of pillars symbolically screening the arena from the visible sea beyond, and

the lit path rises up the cliff amphitheatre like some steep haphazard bank of boxes

at an opera house, somehow all the more pleasing because it seems part of the

landscape.

The council has been staging a series of these open-air evening concerts, with

different music calculated to appeal to different ages and people in the town. I’m

out with Claire for an early evening walk along the Leas. We’re walking slowly

together when we hear the music, and I say, we should go down. The music seems



70

a little bland. It is a jazz-influenced funk band, diverting enough if you wanted a

dance. That wasn’t for me, but I want to be out all the same, want to be part of

these people enjoying themselves, not drifting home with Claire to settle only with

a film or whatever happened to be on TV. I say, let’s go and take a look. Claire

does not sound enthusiastic, but she says okay, that we could at least go down and

see what was happening.

It is a still night, warm and close like so often that summer, another good

summer, a clear sky and a sliver of the coming moon hanging over the dark blue

sea, hanging in the darker blue sky. There are lights all down the zigzag path,

people standing all along the path watching the band with hesitant detachment,

standing and drinking. I catch the sweet reek of dope as we go down, and there

are police placed and nonchalant through the crowd, where the crowd spreads

from the bottom of the path along the stepped tiers of the grass, the people sitting

on the grass drinking, smoking, laughing loudly and audible despite the clash and

throb of the music. In front of the band people are dancing, holding each other,

waving their arms in the air. Though I could not have gone into that throng myself

it cheers me seeing those people uninhibited and enjoying themselves. Claire has

stopped on the path to talk to someone she knows, probably from school, a middle

aged woman, and her husband. I do not know them and Claire does not introduce

us. They exchange nods politely, and I stay away from them.

I tense when I first see Marianne, dancing in the press, in front of the band.

That’s normal enough. She had always loved dancing, something I went along with

to please her, though even when I was younger I did not enjoy it much, worried

about the spectacle I could make of myself. It was one of the things that became a

problem towards the end of our marriage, when I began to find her dancing

embarrassing, the flaunted sexuality. She did not really mean it, and so it irritated

me all the more. But now she is out there in the crowd and on her own, lost in the

music, leaning into the people around her, swaying with her. For a moment there’s

the detachment, as though there is no history, and I see her for the moment as a

stranger. This moment does not go away, but something shifts in me. The sense

of her strangeness suddenly combines with the memory of how I had known her,

the total intimacy that had been between us, the way we had shared our lives and

bodies and now it has all gone. It is not like it had never been there. That is the
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point. It has gone. I remember and feel the loss. It is not like I’m attracted to her.

It’s disturbing.

By now I am standing at the edge of the top curve of the grass tiers, on the right

side facing out to sea, if I had been looking out to the sea, but the crowd and the

band has drawn all my attention. There is a space here between clumps of people

and so I sit down, leaning forward to see the band with Marianne a figure in front

of me. I sense a movement behind me and then Claire is lowering herself onto the

grass. She looks across the dancing crowd and says

“Oh my God, isn’t that Marianne?”

“There’s no mistaking her is there?”

I look sideways at Claire. Her face is profiled against the matt glow of the sea, the

changing colours of the stage lighting picking out the fine line of her nose and the

finer hairs on her cheek beyond it. I have thought, beauty is not a defined shape,

some magical proportion of eye and mouth and bones; you can find beauty in any

face as you get to know it. What is magical, difficult to understand, is what draws

you there in the first place, whatever makes you want to look twice at a face, and

get to know its beauty. Claire had always had fineness about her, a subtle loveliness

which was very different from Marianne. I had always liked the fact that she looked

so different from Marianne, and somewhere along the line it had ceased to matter

to me. That was mysterious too. She hardly looked any different from the day I

met her.

“What does she think she looks like?” Claire asks, and I think, probably say out

loud

“I don’t suppose she cares.”

She can think what she wants. We are sitting on the grass, listening to the band,

not saying much. The warmth of the day is slipping into the dark but the night

remains close, comfortable.

There is another movement beside us, a man making space, finding a seat in the

small space beside me. I have not been thinking too much of the people either side

of me, distracted in that incoherent stream of reflections on whatever my wives are

supposed to mean to me. But there is something about this man, making it hard

to ignore him or maybe it is just because he is sitting so close to me, and I want to

say in that hackneyed fashion, this is my personal space, move away from me. I say

nothing, and look quickly at him. He is a small man, with short curly hair and a
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trimmed beard, dark sideburns and an earring on the side I can see, dressed in

denims, a cigarette in his hand dangling over his knee and then the smoke reaches

me and I realise it is not a cigarette, that the man is one of them, the dope smokers.

For whatever reason, his intoxication, he wants to talk.

“How are you doing, fellah?”

I would have preferred, to continue to say nothing, but it is hard when you are

addressed so directly, hard to be so cold, and you never know when you might hear

something interesting. So I reply

“I’m doing fine. It’s a nice night. It’s good to be here.”

“It’s fucking great,” the man goes on. “Fucking magic band, magic night .. all here

in magic Folkestone. Here, want some?”

He is holding the joint towards me, and I shake my head, trying to smile.

“No, thank you, but I don’t smoke.”

He takes a deep drag himself, breathing out, straining his voice to speak. “Don’t

blame you mate. Fucking filthy habit.”

He leans forward, looking past me to Claire.

“Is this the missus?” he asks, addressing neither of us in particular. Claire is

already half standing.

“It is,” she says, “but I need to be getting home. Have a good evening.”

I begin to move too.

“It’s alright,” she goes on quickly. “This is more your kind of thing. You stay and

enjoy it.”

Is she sure? I have to ask myself what she could have been thinking of. Perhaps

she is just too uncomfortable, but it is a bad move with Marianne out there, a

symbol of the other lives in front of me, and I am happy for her to make that move.

“Okay, I’ll stay just a bit longer.”

“Whatever.”

“Goodnight missus …” The dopehead or drunk waves vaguely at her. “Have a

good night, know what I mean?”

She says nothing more. He turns his head, watching her go.

“Was it something I said?” he asks with a laugh and draws again on the joint.

Not said; she is easily alarmed. She would have seen him as a force of disorder.

He goes on.
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“I tell you this.” He leans closer still, the joint smouldering between his fingers, his

hand dangling over a drawn-up knee. “They piss us off all the time, but us men,

we need a good woman. No choice. We’re no good without them, even if we’re not

good men ourselves. And we never know, believe me I know I screwed up, we

never know how much we need them till they’re gone.”

It is clear to me now; I do not want to have a conversation with the man. I hesitate.

There were things I could say, but I’m asking himself where it would take me. The

man is a drunk or dopehead, and I know nothing more about him. I want to keep

silent but I reply anyway. It is not that I agree with him, just that there are things

to be said. I say

“Tell me about it. Look, down there, dancing at the front in the orange dress.

That’s my first wife. She likes this music more than my second wife.”

“Oh well,” says the man, “second time just as unlucky eh?”

That really is none of his business. It is not something I have properly told myself.

It is only the beginning, me beginning to think it. I am not going to talk about it.

“It’s easy, with hindsight, to think you could have foreseen a problem. It’s hard,

with hindsight, to know whether the problem was there in the first place.”

The man snorts.

“That’s too fucking deep for me. All I know is, you’ve got a good woman you’ve

got to look after her, just like I didn’t.”

“Oh, I’m sure that’s right.”

The drunk has unsettled me. It is nothing specific, nothing he has said is close

enough to touch my story, but suddenly I feel out of sorts with the evening. It is

like a sympathetic vibration, even though there is no sympathy between us.

Perhaps it is only the dream of something better.

He rambles on. Marianne is still dancing. The crowd moves around us. I sit there

for as long as I feel I need to in order for the man to feel he has not offended me,

so he could believe that it is simply time for me to move on. I do not know why I

care about the man’s feelings, but I should not worry. The man seems uncon-

cerned when I get up from the bank. I do not walk back up the slope. I could not

go home then, could not face Claire. I skirt the pillars that back the stage,

threading down between the bushes and trees, the gravelled paths, down towards

the beach. I stop on the path, the park and its foliage behind me, around me, a

clear view of the sea in front of me, the still night a gleam on the water. Just
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offshore, its deck lit by floodlights and cutting its bright hole in the feeble

illumination of the moon, a dredger works silently, part of the calm.

At least, I think it is a dredger. It has a high prow and superstructure at the front,

with a low flat deck at the stern. I imagine there must be men at work, the rattle

and grate of machinery, but I can see no detail, hear nothing. The dredger is a

monument to an industriousness wholly beyond me, a vista of other lives and

concerns I know nothing about. The things, the people who touched my life seem

so quickly to become part of the mess of my life, its darkness. In my unsettlement

I see the dredger as a sign of life beyond me, a reason for hope. It begins to lift my

mood again.

I vaguely hear a footstep behind me and think nothing of it. There are plenty of

people around so it does not seem significant, and I am not going to turn away

from my thoughts for some passer-by, the off chance that he or she could be

interesting. I want to stand absorbed by the dark water, the hang of it before me,

the still light and the moon, then Marianne speaks.

“Still looking at the moon then Rob?”

I do not know why she says this. I suppose it is to bait me, somehow, or just her

idea of being playful. I know her voice immediately and turn to face her, her face

lit up by the matt night sky and glow of her dancing, her eyes sparkling and sensing

her smile I know she wants to be playful, her way of controlling her aggression.

“I saw you watching me,” she says. “I saw you get up to go away too, and I, well,

I think I just wanted to say hello. I was thinking too, this isn’t really your scene is

it, wondering why you were here, if something was wrong.”

She speaks as if she is catching her breath, no doubt still excited from the music,

her performance. I can’t read her mood but I know I’m on edge, wondering if a

fall is coming.

“I don’t know,” I reply. “I didn’t plan to be down here. It was a nice evening, and

we were out for a walk and when I heard the music and we drifted down here to

see what was going on. Actually I was quite enjoying the music, in its limited way.”

She laughs.

“You’re getting soft in your old age… So where’s Claire? You came down together,

you were saying…”

I hesitate, but then I think my pride is irrelevant.
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“We did, but it’s definitely not her scene, as you put it. There was a drunk next to

us, or he was high on dope or something and she doesn’t like that kind of thing,

didn’t want to hang around.”

“Oh dear,” says Marianne, with apparent relish. “It’s so hard to share even simple

pleasures isn’t it?”

I wonder why she could still seem so angry, when as far as I can tell she has been

happier than she had ever been when we were together.

But then I think, she isn’t angry. It is more like a reflex, scoring points from me.

A scar is a healed wound, but it still shows. Or maybe she is trying to insist that she

understands me. Immediately I flinch at her mild scorn.

“I don’t think it’s so bad to have that dream … of relationships. If you don’t live

in that hope then you’re in a grim place.”

She shakes her head, and perhaps it is only the pressure of the moment. She lets

it go, gives in to something else in her feelings. She comes up beside me. I have

been standing twisted so I can see her, and now turn back to face the sea. She

stands beside me looking over it, and then puts an arm across my back, her hand

holding my side.

“You always lived in hope Rob,” she says, simply and without any edge.

I tense at the first touch of her hand, but quickly feel glad of it. I think, it is natural,

and very familiar. We had been so close. Then she adds

“I could have told you from the beginning she was never going to be what you

wanted, any more than I was.”

I tense again, wondering what she will say next, whether there is some barb

coming. She says nothing, and I am wondering what she meant, where she is

taking this, and whether I can follow.

“So you think you know what I wanted?”

She laughs, or it’s more like a giggle.

“I don’t think you knew what you wanted. You just thought, whatever it was you

didn’t have it with me. I’ve learnt not to take that personally, but all the same I

could see it was a mistake with Claire.”

This is, irritating at least. Perhaps she does know me better than most; she is

better placed than most to understand me, but she could know little about Claire.

I want to say she is wrong, that it was not so easy or obvious, but then seeing her

sway shining in that night, I begin to wonder if it it’s me who is wrong, and the
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truths about how things could be between a couple, maybe they are not so subtle

or complex. Maybe it is about obvious compatibility and animal attraction. Maybe

we add all these other layers to make ourselves seem interesting, or to keep the

relationship going when it has run its natural course. All this is floating around my

head, things I’ve felt before and I do not feel comfortable when she speaks about

Claire. I have to contradict her, even if she seems right.

And I still want to explain, to justify myself. Though I might tell myself I do not

care what she thinks about anything, and believe it mostly, it makes no difference.

I am saying

“She seemed interested in me. No, that’s not right, she was interested, and still is.

She’s smart, cultured, and I felt she needed me. You respond to these things don’t

you? It doesn’t seem so mad.”

“Maybe,” says Marianne, “but she’s as cold as a fish on a slab. I could see it. That’s

not what you wanted. In your buttoned up way you’ve always been a passionate

man.”

I can hear her smiling as she says this. When she says this she leans forward out

of the dark, puts her hand behind my neck and pulls my face down on hers. It’s

like a shock – I mean a real shock, like electricity she punches into me and I can’t

move. She’s kissing me, and I let her find my mouth with her mouth, open our

mouths and I kiss her in return, like she knew I would. I don’t know what I’m

doing. I barely know where I am.

The terrible thing: you know what to do, what you should do, and it makes no

difference. You do what you want because nothing else seems to matter, even

though you don’t believe that. I should push her away, but instead I pull her against

me, kissing her around her mouth, rolling my lips and tongue around her lips and

tongue and beery saliva, things that feel new and strange again. I am not thinking

much. I am overcome by my need for her, my need to break from the comfortable

nothingness that my life has become with Claire.

I break away from her for breath. She keeps her hands on my shoulders, looking

at me with something like amusement, or it may have been a devilment. Her voice

itself is husky with her caught breath.

“So tell me why that should feel so deliciously naughty,” she asks, “why it should

feel so naughty to kiss your husband?”
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There was a clue, a strand of feeling I have not thought about. I don’t know what

she’s thinking and I don’t care. I am shaking my head, looking down or past her,

not wanting to hold the gaze from her eyes.

“I don’t know, don’t know why we did that.”

She lets me go, stepped backwards, still smiling.

“A little snog, because we wanted to? Where’s the harm in that?”

There are many answers to that question. Perhaps I should have tried some of

them, but I just shake my his head again and say

“I have to go home.”

Now Marianne is looking carefully at me, as if she is curious.

“I’m not asking you to leave her. You just have to sort your head out a bit, and

maybe have some fun on the way. You’re all messed up. You need to lighten up,

and learn to enjoy yourself again.”

I say

“I don’t think people can ever go back.”

Now she shakes her head.

“Why on earth would I want to go back? I just want to see what happens next.”

I’m wishing I had pushed her away, but it already feels too late. No going back.

This is how it began.
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Claire first saw Roman Polanski’s bloody film version of Macbeth when she was

fourteen. It was rated AA by the censor, which meant she should have been fifteen

before she was allowed to see it, and she might not have thought of trying her luck

at the ticket counter (though she knew there was little chance of being challenged)

had she not been asked to go to a film by a boy. He was the son of one of her

mother’s friends. Claire had met him a few times and he seemed quiet, nervous,

and pleasant and good looking beneath the inevitable rash of acne.

The film had been his idea, his way of asking her out. Macbeth was her suggestion.

She was flattered and excited. When they settled into their seats in the cinema he

put his arm around her, when the lights went down. It seemed comically conven-

tional and predictable to her now. At the time she remembered how she had

tautened but let him continue. She remembered too the shot of Francesca Annis

standing as Lady Macbeth on the battlements, looking for her husband’s arrival,

her hair lit in the studied golden light and Claire had said out loud, “she’s

beautiful”. During the film he kissed her several times, and touched her breasts.

She had been kissed only once before, part of a game. She liked this attention, and

liked her arousal, and she had kissed him back, wondering what would become of

them.

He seemed so happy when they parted. She thought it might be the beginning of

her first love affair (however fourteen year olds thought about love affairs), but she

was wrong. He did not call her. She found out later, it was not because he was

disappointed in her, nor because he did not want to see her. He had been desperate

to see her but he was so shy that he felt he had to have a reason, a pretext (like a

film or play) to ask her out again. For one reason or another he had not been able

to come up with that reason. By the time he did call her, some months afterwards,

her sense of rejection had passed into resentment and she said no. She was not

going to be treated so cruelly she thought, her hopes raised and then let down. She

got the fuller story later, from her mother (she had heard it from his mother), who

had seemed amused by this and assured her daughter that any boy so lacking in

enterprise was not worth the candle. For a brief moment Stella’s vitriol had

Lady Macbeth
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warmed Claire’s feelings for him again, but her mother’s bile was not a good

enough reason to seek him out; that would have been sinking to her mother’s level.

She had not thought of him for years, though the episode had seemed meaningful

and important at the time. He only came back into her mind when she had chanced

upon the DVD edition of the film, and had thought she would show it to her A level

group, where Macbeth was a set text. Inevitably the film seemed less impressive

than she had remembered, less shockingly violent with the passing of the years and

the escalation of explicit sex and violence on any kind of screen which had followed.

She was only grateful the girls still seemed absorbed by it. Once she had shown a

class the Orson Welles version, which she thought fine in its eccentric way, and

had been mortified when the girls reacted with giggles, its signs of age (and

probably no more than the fact that it had been shot in black and white) too

unsophisticated for their jaded late twentieth century sensibilities. On days like

that Claire hated her students, hated the wearing grind of teaching dull people.

This class was a little better, and in any case the Polanski film was probably a

wiser choice for teenagers, with the lead roles played by actors young enough to

catch the girls’ sympathies. She had already given them some of the background

about Charles Manson, which had seemed likely to intrigue them more and guide

their interest in the film. So when it was over she switched off the television, and

turned to them, asking them simply what they had thought. Nobody put up a hand,

which was no more than Claire would have expected. They were fair but not her

best students. She was still thinking about the boy, and had to wrest herself back

to the present.

“Let me tell you a few things about it,” she said. “As I mentioned, the film was

made after Polanski’s wife Sharon Tate was butchered by the followers of Charles

Manson. She was pregnant at the time. When the film was released many critics

were shocked by the film’s violence, and saw in it a reaction to those gruesome

events in California. I was thinking as we watched it just now that probably the

violence seems less extreme to modern tastes, but believe me it was disturbing at

the time.”

Ellen Williams raised her hand. Claire liked her. She seemed a sensitive and

articulate girl. Claire nodded at her, inviting her to speak.
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“The worst, I mean, the grimmest scene in the film is with the murder of

Macduff’s wife and children. Maybe it’s because he’d lost a child as well as his wife.

I’d never really thought that idea was so strong in the play before.”

Claire nodded encouragingly.

“Very good,” she said. “Let’s think about this a bit more. By and large people have

seen Macbeth as a play about power and fate. But in the Polanski film, the centre

of gravity is a little different don’t you think?”

Again she got no response. She went on. She was a teacher after all. She was not

there to bring the genius out in them. It was her job to give them useful ideas,

which they could take or leave depending on their aptitude.

“With Polanski I think it’s more about violence and the way it destroys us,

dehumanises us. That’s why it’s so important that the actors are young, and full of

apparent promise, because you then see them making the choices that will destroy

them, however random or governed the events may be that … frame those choices.

The contrast of kingly power and parenthood goes into the texture of the play’s

language. You can see this in one of its most famous phrases, ‘the milk of human

kindness’. The idea has become such a cliché that it’s all too easy to overlook how

it works in its original context. Yes, on an obvious level Lady Macbeth is telling her

husband that he is too soft, too human in the best sense. But think about the

metaphor a little harder. Macbeth’s softness is baby-like, and the milk of human

kindness is breast milk, but as Macduff says in his first grief at the news of his

children’s murder, the Macbeths have no children. We can think a bit more about

what Macduff means in a while. In Polanski’s film the Macbeths are young enough

to change their childlessness, but here Lady Macbeth’s metaphor suggests by

contrast that she is spiritually barren, a woman for whom ambition will take the

place of motherhood. The comparison, the sacrifice, becomes poisonous to them

both, driving Macbeth to try to murder Banquo and his son, among others, and

then both are consumed by despair.”

Blank faces, but they had been making notes. She sighed, knowing she would

have to rein herself back, leading the class into the safer platitudes about the play

that would garner approval when it came to exams. She sometimes wondered why

after more than twenty years as a teacher it still bothered her that success should

be measured in ways that undercut her ideals, the ideals that had brought her into

the profession in the first place. She was good at the subject. When her university
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grade had fallen short of the first class honours which would have propelled her

into research and maybe an academic post, she comforted herself with the reflec-

tion that in teaching she could continue to practise the discipline and habit of

reflection on words, the reflectiveness which seemed to be all that mattered to her.

She had liked too the thought that she might help others to see the pleasures of

literature. She had found she was good enough at the job, and with some students

had enjoyed the success she had hoped for. When it happened it was still satisfying

and could make up for the humdrum rhythm of most classes, the plodding through

texts line by line or page by page. Still she had realised that this work was an end

in itself and because it was an end it was unlikely to lead anywhere else. All you

could do was repeat the classes, repeat yourself.

She told herself it should not matter. After all, wanting to inspire a love of English

literature was more like a vocation than an ambition. She had realised through her

reaction to her final degree result that unlike Lady Macbeth she had no real

ambition. This reflection brought her some calm and she wanted to be calm.

Calmness was part of her defence of her contentment. Unlike most people she had

gone through with this decision, and let it guide her life.

In any case, though she might have failed to change the face of literary criticism

she was happy to live in her books. This pleasure was what had driven her to the

subject in the first place, and since she had been able to sustain it to this day she

did not feel she could complain. It was not escapism, and perhaps more like the

opposite of escapism. Her pleasure in the other worlds of poetry and fiction was

grounded in her recognition of the dullness of her own life, a dullness she had

embraced and which comforted her. Her mother had once remarked that there

was something heroic about this single-mindedness, but she was almost certainly

being ironic, and Claire was consciously uninterested in heroism for herself. She

knew what she was, an English teacher.

She looked across the faces of the girls in the class. They were young adults

already, made up and distinct, already set in their ways, though they probably

thought all possibilities were still open to them. They might have been right. It was

hard to spot the point at which your options closed in around you, and even if they

did, most people could always tell themselves that they would have chances of

breaking through to new things, throw everything to one side and start again.

Generally people called this a mid-life crisis. The concept was another illusion; the
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crisis could afflict you at any time. They would have to find all this out for

themselves. Claire looked over their faces. There was only so much you could

teach people, and she was not even sure that they or she could learn much from

experience. Experience changed you, for better or worse. It changed the way you

might react to new situations, but there was no real reason why it should make you

wiser in any situation, or help you make better decisions. It was only her job to

teach her students concepts they could safely reproduce on an exam paper, and if

they got good enough results she would have helped them move on, whether or

not they remembered much about the pleasures of literature. She said

“Polanski chose young attractive actors to play the lead roles. Does this affect your

sympathy for them?”

Another hand came up.

“It’s good because it makes you identify with them more at the beginning, and

then it all begins to go wrong. That’s … good.”

“What about the killing itself? It’s a brutal business. Does that affect who you feel

is most to blame? Who do you think is the strong one?”

Why should you choose?

“She’s strong when she’s talking about the idea of killing, thinking about what

they could gain. But Shakespeare makes clear that Macbeth grows in a terrible way,

that he’s changed for the stronger by what he does in reality, while she’s destroyed

by the idea of what they have done, just like she was strong with the idea of it before.”

That was a different way of looking at it. Claire was impressed.

But then it was a different world. She lived in Folkestone where politics meant at

best a concern for the regeneration of the place after its years of decline. No one

was killing anyone to take control of the regeneration programme. Perhaps it had

seemed so unreal to Lady Macbeth, a game, and perhaps she was not an evil

woman but this was how evil happened.

The lesson went on, went towards its end and with it the end of the school day.

Claire set the girls some further reading for homework. She was feeling unsettled

and was anxious to be away.

She had planned to meet her mother in town, so she did not linger in the staff

room. She would catch up with her marking in the evening.

As she walked into the main shopping street she was wondering why she had

agreed to meet Stella out in public. She could as well have gone to her flat for tea,



83

but she thought her mother had probably wanted to be seen, had wanted the

passing world to pay court to her. Stella had suggested they meet in Chambers, a

café with two of its four walls given over to large windows facing out onto the

street (the café stood on a street corner). It was busy as normal.

She saw her mother sitting towards one corner, on the last table before a large

sofa, a pot of tea and a single cup placed in front of her. All the other tables were

full and the people around her mother looked a little shabby. Claire anticipated her

disgruntlement. There would be words. Her mother looked up at her, the corners

of her mouth turned down.

“I’ve paid for a pot of tea for one, so I imagine the system will fall apart if you dare

to ask for another cup. You had better get what you want for yourself.”

“I’ll just get myself a fruit tea.”

Stella nodded.

“I should have guessed,” she said.

Claire ignored her. This was nothing. When she returned to the table her mother

was leaning back in her chair with a cigarette poised self-consciously, held just

away from her chin.

“It takes me back,” she said, “right back to the sixties when frothy coffee bars were

all the rage, the difference being,” she sucked audibly on her cigarette and blew the

smoke out slowly from one corner of her mouth,” the difference being it now costs

a week’s wages for your cup of frothy coffee and most of that is air.”

“We could have met in Debenhams.”

Stella tilted her head.

“But then you would not have been able to enjoy your delicious fruit tea. You see,

I’m always thinking of you.”

“How have you been mother?”

“Mind you, you get a better class of scuzzbag in Debenhams.” She looked

meaningfully around her, over the mixed faces, young and old, some shabby some

spruced, “by which I mean a satisfactorily lower class.”

“You’re being ridiculous.”

“Oh I daresay.” Stella tipped the ash from her cigarette then lifted her hand again

to somewhere near her face.

“And how is married life?”

Claire sighed.
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“What do you mean?”

“I don’t mean anything in particular. It’s a natural enough question for a mother

to ask her daughter, her only child.”

“It’s a loaded question for a woman who claims to think her life only started when

she found herself alone.”

Stella smiled acidly at her.

“You read me like a book.”

Claire did not look at her, looked at the slowly swirling oil on the surface of her

fruit tea.

“It’s not a book I’d like to take to bed with me at night.”

This was not clever enough. Stella said happily,

“Still, a book’s always better than a man don’t you think?”

Was her mother a bad woman? That was a harsh thing for a daughter to face, and

Claire thought Stella paid a price for her easy scorn, living in a place where

everything seemed cheap or nasty. Nothing about her father could explain her

mother’s bitterness. She thought that if there had been Stella would surely have

told her about it. It was not as if Claire was in the least romantic herself. She liked

to think she was a realist, but realism meant looking for good as well as bad.

Claire’s commitment to contentment entailed at least an appreciation of fine and

happy things.

“It’s funny you should say that,” Claire went on evenly, “but I’ve just been working

through Macbeth with my year twelve class. We’ve been talking about the charac-

ter of Lady Macbeth.”

Stella looked at her for a moment over the rim of her raised cup.

“You still haven’t answered my question,” she countered.

“About married life? I think I was getting round to saying it wasn’t your business,

but since you are being so persistent I can tell you that all in all it’s pretty satisfactory.”

“Really? Satisfactory?”

“Really. Robert and I have our separate lives, and have our lives together and we

can do both these things as much as we want. I think that’s one of the benefits of

getting married when you’re older. Both of you are so much further along the line,

you have to accept each other for what you are, and that may not be as comfortable

as living alone …”
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Stella had lifted her hand and opened her mouth as if to interrupt, but Claire

would not let her get away with it.

“… but whatever you might think it’s good to be challenged like that. It makes us

more rounded people.”

Her mother looked deliberately over the café again. Claire glanced to her side,

and took in the couple her mother’s gaze had lighted on across the room. They

were young, sitting apart from each other on their chairs as if little interested in

each other. He was wearing dark glasses, a pose in the limited light of the café

unless he was blind, and he did not carry himself as if he was blind. His companion

kept looking anxiously across at him, blonde hair pulled back from her tired face.

Claire thought, like the penguin people they had a story and perhaps it was being

played out now. It was none of her business, these other lives. She was only

interested in real stories, written in books. For a moment she thought about telling

her mother about the penguin, because it would pass the time, and then she could

not be bothered. She looked back at Stella, who had lit another cigarette, and was

waiting for the return of her daughter’s attention.

“Sometimes,” she said, “I find myself almost instantly tired of the sound of my

own voice.”

Claire would often wonder whether her mother feared death. She seemed healthy

enough, the possibility still some way off, at least for her natural term, yet Claire

knew she was old enough for it to hang over her as an omnipresent threat. People

had seizures, strokes and heart attacks. If this happened to her now they might

even say she had enjoyed a good innings, but Claire had to wonder what had been

so good about it, what good she had ever done. Then again, was she so different

herself? She had learned to put aside her dreams, to get by on the passage of one

small satisfaction to the next. She knew her mother did not think this way, and still

the result might be the same.

She heard chairs move, and turned to see the young couple getting up, getting

ready to leave. The woman was fastening a handbag, while the man smoothed his

hair. It occurred to Claire that this indifference might be a pretence. Perhaps they

were having an affair and fooling themselves that the world might not notice. Or

perhaps they were married and she suspected his fidelity, and he was trying to

brazen it out. It was hard to tell and she told herself only and again that it was none

of her business. The bell on the closing door was ringing after them.
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“That would have been a better seat,” said Stella. “You have a better view of the

street from that side. You can keep a sharp eye out for anything remotely interesting.”

Claire had had enough. She drained her teacup, and said calmly (though she felt

her heart beating faster, which she felt as a pressure in her ears)

“Do you know mother, that sometimes you sound quite ridiculous, like you’re on

some stage and you can just play the part of some old dame, the terrible old

matriarch, and you can just say the lines as you frame them in your head, but you

don’t really mean any of this. You say everything for effect.”

Stella breathed out her cigarette smoke in a thin shaped column, making her

breath sound as it passed over her lips.

“Well,” she said, “I only hope my little performance is more entertaining than

practically everything else around her.”

Claire shrugged.

“You flatter yourself.”

Stella let a shadow of satisfaction pass across her lips, up through her cheeks like

a smile.

“Oh,” she replied with slow relish. “That’s because I’m so good at it.”
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Approaching the flat, walking quickly, thinking only how tired I am from the long

day of work, when I’m thinking that all I want to do is be home and switching off

from the day, it is as though my legs themselves hesitate in mid-stride, a moment’s

hesitation, and then the weight of intent carries me forward for another moment,

and then I stop, lifting my head to the dark pavement lining away from me grey in

what there is of the streetlights filtered through the trees. I look into the night, and

picture Claire in our home, perhaps spread out on the sofa, books for marking

around her, and maybe a glass of wine on the coffee table in front of her. The TV

might be on for company; it depended on how hard she needed to concentrate.

Sometimes, she says, she would need to hear the rhythm of the sentences. She

never complains about these evenings alone. She understands the pressure of my

work, she says. What matters, she says, is only that we should be together at the

closing of the day.

And still I have come to this point of indecision, when I had not been thinking

about making decisions, as I realise that I do not want to go home. I have stopped

first because I do not understand my hesitation, giving myself space, and I have

has nowhere else to go and there is nothing else I would like to do but go home.

Make sense of a feeling; I draw breath, the warm air suddenly real to me, part of

me. I have been alone for the last two hours and it comes to me that I do not want

to go home to be alone with Claire. I do not want to close the evening down, so

even if I do not know what I want I’m hoping I can keep open at least the dream

of possibilities, alternative paths I could take. This is the hesitation holding me to

the pavement. I look back up the way I came, turning on my heel, the same grey

darkness in my wake, the empty street. If I go back into town I know there will still

be bars open, strange people to be among, but it seems wrong to turn around now.

I stand where I am, looking again towards the flat, my home, where my wife lives,

our lives joined our objects shared. I stand and imagine her sitting on the sofa,

surrounded by her papers, her schoolwork her marking or something. We have

only practical conversations about our work and so there are limits to the concerns

either of us can share. It’s not a problem as long as you can both respect the limits,

somehow reaching around them. The trouble is, the trouble is working out

Doubt
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whether what you have is respect or indifference, both of us caught up in the

pressures of our days our ordinary lives.

On the sofa, her work there, working not waiting: I feel like I’m turning in ever

tighter circles and this is not her fault. This is something in me, a last gasp for

whatever it was in my earlier life that used to comfort me, before I was married, a

child in my happy family. I wonder, if childhood makes us what we are whether it

defines our sense of what happiness is like. My life has been a movement from that

state, thinking I might be rebuilding it with my own family, finding out I was wrong.

Then I faced the consequences of my choice, after I’d left, the strangeness of

coming home to an empty flat, knowing the evening was mine and each hour open

to my will, flicking through television, reading the paper, doing some work, or

anything to fill up that empty space. I felt relief too at being free from Marianne,

otherwise it might have been unbearable, the relief to feel that in some ways I was

back in control of my life, no longer forced to feel the falseness of the way I was

living, but then if these new undecorated walls were the truth of my life it was hard

to believe I had gained much.

There seemed no time for home making. The flat was just the place I lived, the

place I came back to every night, with some half baked assembly of takeaway food.

I had never been much of a cook and it seemed too late to start. I told myself I had

better things to do. It was a problem when the children came to me, trying to put

together something they would like to eat, but it was not much of a problem. For

them normal life continued with their mother, in their new home. I had to accept

I had become something out on a limb for them, something unusual, even if it was

a familiar strangeness.

Left to myself I felt their absence in the blankness of the walls, the silence of my

ordinary life, pushed on me all the more by the presence of other lives around me,

the footsteps on the floor of the flat above me. My neighbour there was a young

woman with two lively children, estranged from the father and she told me he was

no help to them. I wondered if she still felt the hope of something better in her life,

feeling there was still time. I told myself there was time for me too, and yet it was

this sense of possibility that was slipping from me, as I settled into my blank and

loveless routine of work and food and the cold walls, punctuated by sleep.

It was not just the hopelessness. From the last years of my marriage I brought

with me the sense of disconnection from everything that once had given me
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pleasure. I had hoped, vaguely, that everything would somehow fall back into place

and I could get on with my life as if my marriage had been a distraction. I soon

found that far from release I was still enmeshed in the misery of my adult life.

These were wretched days, wondering what Marianne was thinking, what she

would throw at me next, negotiating through solicitors because it seemed we could

hardly talk with any civility to each other. I know this is normal, and I had hoped

it would be different, because she had been as miserable as me in the marriage and

I thought she would feel the same relief that it was over. It seemed she resented

the fact that I had moved first, as if I had somehow betrayed her. We weren’t really

arguing over the settlement. I had accepted that I was going to take very little out

of the marriage, and that the children would mostly stay with her while I covered

all their costs. We did not argue about these things except when she seemed

determined somehow to hurt me. These moods were not consistent and often

short lived, but they left me feeling fraught and desolate in my evenings alone, and

I would sit in my flat, my constrained living room, a blank TV screen facing back

at me listening to the footsteps above me the signs of my neighbour’s life which

was nothing to do with my life.

And yet I came to terms with this solitude, punctuated by visits from the children

and the limited, offset companionship of my working life. Marianne was quieter

with the divorce settled. We did not see each other beyond the exchange of the

children, a tacit understanding that both of us were moving on. I’m not sure it felt

like movement, but you tell yourself these things, and then I met Claire. She

seemed so different from Marianne it gave me confidence that this time I under-

stood what I needed, and that I was mature enough to get us through the inevitable

difficult times, the differences. What I did not anticipate was how quickly Claire

would take her place in the dulled routine of mIy post-married life. I have been

struggling still, understanding that the problem must be with me. It is like I

couldn’t bring Claire any closer, and she seems unconcerned. I do not know what

else I could do. I thought I was getting beyond the point where I could change my

life.

Then Marianne called me. There was nothing unusual in this: I was due to take

the younger children. But it was the first time we had spoken since the amphithea-

tre. I was in the living room, Claire in the kitchen and when I picked up the call,

heard Marianne’s voice, it was like I was already caught in some adultery, my heart
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thumping, wondering if Claire could hear us. I told myself that this was ridiculous,

and it made no difference; something had shifted in me, an expectation.

I had been trying not to think about that evening, looking over the sea to the

moon and the mysterious dredger. I had been telling myself that it was just

Marianne playing a game, not because she had any manipulative purpose, but

because she was bored. And I had been telling myself I would have to be mad.

When we were married Marianne had come to feel like a threat to me, and she was

still a threat to me. But I was struggling too with the sense that all the reasons I

had given myself for ending the marriage were somehow unreal, abstract apprehen-

sions I had thought might be true, as if they could explain how I felt. Perhaps this

was part of my alienation. I could not even be sure of that.

What does it mean to fall in or oi of love? How does that happen? Perhaps it is

like the moment, the way we are born or die, a matter of the moment that changes

everything, so mysterious that we have to try give it meaning, but it was just a

passing thing, a change in us. It is like standing on the edge of a cliff with the urge

to throw yourself off. Why should you feel that when you didn’t want to die? It’s

as though the possibility grips you for its own sake, and you wanted to see what

would happen, whether it could be true. Perhaps this was what pulled me forward.

I needed to collect the children. I could not avoid seeing her. When I walked

from the car to the front door that afternoon I was feeling sick with apprehension,

and telling myself all the time that this was stupid and nothing, and everything

remained in my control. I was telling myself I had settled for my life with Claire,

and that I had to make it work. Grace answered the door, and threw her arms

around my neck as she usually did. I began to calm down, returning my daughter’s

embrace. And then as I was pressing my cheek against her hair Marianne emerged

from the back of the house, coming out of the shadow of the hall with a notepad

in her and, tapping it on her other hand and she was smiling warmly. I stepped

back from Grace, and nodded at Marianne, unable to speak. The smile stayed with

her.

“How’s things?” she said. I was struggling still. Was this supposed to be small

talk? Did she really want to know? It was possible. I blathered something, called

for my son to hurry up. Then she said

“I think we should talk about a few things, not now, but when you have some time.”

I could not look at her, but nodded. I managed to say
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“We’ll fix it, when I bring the kids back.”

That was all. They were simple words, plausibly innocent. They opened the chasm.

In the streets outside our flat, my home with Claire and pinioned with indecision,

I want to feel I am stepping away from that chasm. I try to imagine Claire’s smile

when I come through the door, looking up from her books or papers, and for a

moment think how strange it must be still to be caught up in a school life, as if you

had never really grown up. I realise that so much of my life has been about trying

to move on without letting things go. It’s hopeless and the insight does not help

me. I stand in the darkening street, wishing I was any place but here.
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True to its name the Thursday Club met on the last Thursday of every month. Its

preferred venue for the moment was the cellar bar beneath the Chambers coffee

shop. The bar had an mixed clientele, attracting Folkestone’s more fashionable

twenty somethings, but also a seam of older, quiet types, mostly men who would

often be drinking on their own. Perhaps like the ladies of the Thursday Club they

enjoyed the feeling of being among the beautiful young things, or at least lively

young things, bringing some animation by association to their dark lives. The

ladies were not so sad. They liked the young people because they could relax

among them, sensing they would not trouble them.

Claire knew she was an unlikely member of the group. She was not particularly

fond of bars and struggled sometimes with the jovial girlishness of the club. But

most of them were her old friends from school, the ones who had stayed in the area.

Their past alone gave them rich common ground, a knowledge of each other which

made their collective company easy and comfortable. Claire was one of them.

The Thursday Club was a constraint they had imposed on themselves. They

mostly had busy lives and even though their homes were not far apart they had

found they were seeing less and less of each other. The club gave a discipline to

them all, putting a date in their diaries which they would have to organise

themselves around. This rigour made it easier for them. You did not have to appear

every month, but if you missed two months in a row you would soon feel you were

losing out. Getting together they would catch up on gossip, or whatever else was

going on in the world. They would share jokes and comfort one another when

things were not going well.

Claire lowered her head as she went down the stairs into the bar, not because the

ceiling was low but because this somehow felt necessary when you went into a

cellar. It did not feel much like a cellar. It was not damp or dingy. The stairs

divided the bar, but not its atmosphere. On either side it was a warm and

welcoming place. There were nooks around the walls, and painted brick pillars and

arches across the broad space of the room. The lighting was subdued and atmos-

pheric, a scattering of old tables, chairs and benches across the larger area to the

right of the stairs as you came down. She looked here for her friends. It was not

Trust
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yet nine o’clock and the bar was only just beginning to fill. The club had found its

preferred table, in the far left hand corner from the stairs. It was a big table with a

settle down one side. Four of them sat grouped at one end, two bottles of wine

open in front of them and they looked up with a cheerful greeting as Claire

approached them, the greeting made audible by the ever theatrical Geraldine, who

raised her arm in an arc of welcome and boomed her voice across the bar

“Welcome dear heart, come and partake of the fruit of the vine, the work of human

hands.”

Geraldine had been her best friend at school. She was a little older than Claire,

tall and thin with a bob of brown hair, a gash of red lipstick for her mouth, a

theatrical manner. She was a leading light in the local amateur dramatic society,

and usually went into a performance after just one glass of wine. Looking at what

was left in the bottles on the table, Claire thought she had drunk rather more than

that already.

“We have a glass,” said Geraldine, spreading her fingers out with exaggerated

demonstrativeness towards a clean glass on the table. “We have some wine for the

moment, though perhaps we are fast approaching the point where a visit to the

delicious young man behind the bar would be in order.”

Next to Geraldine, Alison giggled. Claire’s wary mood intensified. She usually

found Alison a little trying. Contrasted to Geraldine she seemed squat and round.

In fact, next to anyone she seemed squat and round, with a poor bloom of permed

hair accentuating the plumpness of her face. She was slow-witted with a loud and

raucous laugh, but people usually said she had a good heart. She had been a

neighbour of Kat, who was sitting on the other side of her. Kat brought her along

and no one wanted to tell her not to do this. Kat was another schoolfriend, an artist

and part-time teacher. She was tall and skinny like Geraldine, but with long dark

hair, dyed in shades of brown, blonde and traces of red. Next to her and finally

there was Susan, usually called Suzy, a short but strikingly pretty woman, a drunk

and serial adulterer. Kat like Suzy was happily promiscuous, and had two children

by different fathers, but being less self-deluding than Suzy she had never got

herself entangled in a marriage (at least not her own). She thought men were

better kept for sex than company.

Claire was the last to join them for the evening. She thought they probably looked

an odd crowd, and certainly she felt an expected awkwardness, feeling she was
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breaking in from outside, coming into this place where their spirits had been lifted

by alcohol. She took a seat on the settle next to Suzy, accepting the wine poured

out for her, while Geraldine clambered around her edge of the table and swept off

to the bar for another bottle.

“We were just saying,” Kat flicked the ash from her cigarette into the ash tray on

the table, which was already half full with butts. Claire glanced at them with

distaste but said nothing.

“We were just saying, that old thing you know, that if men had periods they would

have found a cure for them by now, and I was saying that it’s more likely they

would take to their beds for a week every month and expect everyone else to go

running around after them.”

Claire managed a smile. She did feel amused.

“That’s probably true,” she replied, “but then you have to ask, whose fault is that?

Who are the fools doing the running around? Can you blame the men for trying it

on when it’s the wives and the mothers who indulge them?”

“So I thank God,” Kat went on, “that I was blessed with girls not boys, and I’ve

made damn sure the little fuckers can look after themselves.”

Alison giggled again. Claire was used to Kat’s free way with obscenity. She

usually noticed it, but it did not bother her so much anymore, not in this company

of friends. It was part of the desperation she saw at the heart of Kat’s outlook, her

ill-being. Claire liked to think she was not a judgemental person, and if Kat

irritated her it was because she made her feel judgemental, made her feel she had

to see through her. Claire understood her own anxiousness, and thought she was

honest with herself about it.

Geraldine returned carrying two more bottles.

“Four pounds each into the kitty,” she said, setting the bottles down on the table,

falling heavily into her seat. She was taking a cigarette from the box in front of her.

“And how’s life with Claire?” she asked, cutting across Kat, not that Kat seemed

to notice.

“It’s as quiet as ever,” Claire replied. “Same old boring days at school, some old

struggle for Robert to get enough work or money to justify employing another

architect who could take some of the strain.”

“He’s still out all hours?” asked Suzy.
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“It feels that way.” Claire sipped her wine. It could have been colder. “Still, he says

he’s making progress, that he’ll get there, and God knows I’ve got plenty to occupy

me in the meantime.”

“Never depend on anyone else to get you through the day,” said Geraldine.

“They’ll always let you down.”

Geraldine was also in her second marriage. She had three children by her first

and had been regularly unfaithful to her husband from the beginning. Claire had

been with her on her first hen night. Geraldine had just finished college and she

seduced a man in the club where they finished the night. She was strikingly good

looking in those days. She still was in a way but age and motherhood had changed

her, diminished her. Claire had watched her while she got drunk that evening,

casting around for the man she would most like to take to bed, confident that she

could take her pick, which was more or less correct (men were such vain fools).

She said she wanted one last fling before entering a life of servitude and obedience,

and so she lighted on her target, closed in, danced close to him and began to talk

to him. He must have felt his luck had changed, or maybe he was used to that kind

of attention. He was much older than them, in his mid 30s at least and Claire

found out later that he was married. It didn’t matter. The party had whooped and

cheered them on, watching Geraldine get drunk.

Claire saw the drinking as a sign of her better nature. Perhaps she had got herself

into a place where she did not want to be, going through this motion of infidelity

as if she owed it to herself. Perhaps part of her wanted to be good and faithful. Her

drinking marked this conflict, a way both of removing her inhibitions and at the

same time limiting her ability to transgress.

If the latter was her hope it did not work, or maybe the man was too insistent.

They had sex in the toilets. It was hurried, unsatisfactory, but what else could you

expect? Geraldine had shrugged it off, just as later she shrugged off any commit-

ment the marriage was supposed to entail. She told Claire one day that she had

only married to avoid returning to life in Folkestone. She knew this was ridiculous,

that she could have simply stayed away, but it was how she had been thinking at

the time. This intention also fell away, since she returned there willingly enough

when her husband threw her out. He kept the children and she did not want to

fight for them. She thought they were better off with him. She saw them when she

could, when she wanted, but they were growing up and away from her now.
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Recently she had met and married Peter, fifteen years older than her and close to

retirement. They were an unlikely couple, but she seemed happy with him. She had

calmed down and stayed faithful to him. Ironically Claire had heard rumours that

the same could not be said of Peter. Without proof she would say nothing to

Geraldine. Even with that proof she was not sure what she would have done. It was

easy to say that friendship demanded honesty, but it could have been just as

important to preserve her friend’s contentment. If that contentment rested on

some deceit perhaps that should remain a matter between Peter and Geraldine.

Then again, Geraldine would have struggled to disentangle herself from the deceits

in her life. Her first marriage had been doomed from the moment she went into

the toilets with that man, but it might have been doomed from well before then,

from whatever it was that made her what she was, restless and with lurking low

self-esteem.

“I wonder what would be worse,” Kat put in. “Whether Robert really was working

all hours or whether he was just having an affair.”

“How could it be better if he was having an affair?” asked Alison, happily leading

her friend on to whatever outrageousness she intended to challenge them with next.

Alison too was on her second marriage, also to an older man, but it was not a

happy relationship. He had been kind to her where her first husband was cruel,

and they had a young daughter to show for those early days (she had a son from

her first marriage, a teenager now and with too much of his father’s personality for

her to like him much). But they had drifted apart and she had come to exist in a

state of bemused unhappiness while her husband drank himself to sleep every night.

“It’s not personal, is it?” Kat went on. “It’s pretty routine, wanting some extra

marital sex. There’s nothing natural about monogamy, especially for men. Their

genes are saying all the time, make babies, make babies, so that’s what they want

to do. It might feel like a betrayal but you’d be stupid to take it too personally. I

think it’s much more personal if they stay out working because they don’t want to

be with you. Now that would make me worried, if I had a man I wanted to live

with.”

“Which you don’t of course,” said Suzy.

“Which I don’t.”

“So how would you feel Claire,” Suzy continued, “if you found out that Robert

was off bonking someone else instead of working?”
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Claire had known Suzy for years, but especially now was unsure whether she

liked her or not. She could be funny, enlightening and generally good company,

usually when she was sober or best of all when she was just a little drunk. But she

had left a trail of destruction in her wake. Her children were lovely, confused and

desperately miserable. Claire often thought, if you read about Suzy without

meeting her you would not want to give her time of day, but knowing her for real

seemed to bring in a different set of obligations, the pressure to live and let live, or

get by with the least acrimony. She did not seem particularly drunk at the moment,

but it would come before the evening was out. Claire drew breath.

“In spite of what Kat says, I would feel betrayed. I would not be happy.” She

hesitated again. “But I think I’d know. I’d see or sense a change in his behaviour.”

Kat snorted.

“That’s what we all tell ourselves, but if it was true the world would be a much

more moral place. People would take far fewer risks.”

Claire was not going to be patronised by Kat.

“I think I’d know, because I know him. But even if I did know I’m not sure … I

mean, no one knows how you’d react until you were actually faced with it. You

might go berserk, I mean I might do the obvious thing and throw him out, but you

know, there could be good reasons to keep quiet about it, to let him get on with it

in the belief that he was fooling you. That doesn’t mean it wouldn’t matter, and I

imagine you would always feel the anger or hurt, but why should you let those

particular feelings take over? Why should you let them rule everything you do?

You could always say standing on your dignity, trying to preserve your dignity, that

was not as important as the relationship, that the sum of the two of you was better

than the separate parts. I’m not saying that’s how I’d feel, just that I could see the

argument.”

Geraldine blew her cigarette smoke away from the table.

“I don’t know if that’s the most romantic or the most cynical thing I’ve ever heard,”

she said, and laughed loudly, the deep cackle of her laugh.

“It’s a point of view,” said Suzy, “and it just shows, that in the end you have to

look after yourself, that no one else is ever going to do that for you.”

Claire thought, she wasn’t sure how her little speech showed this at all. In any

case, that Suzy should say this showed how little she understood herself. As far as

Claire could see Suzy chased men as if her life depended on it. She needed
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constant reassurance, so it seemed she could only respect herself through the

esteem of whatever partner she happened to be with. Then after a while she would

get bored with his proven regard and need to move on to the next one. She did not

need them to fall in love with her, but only to prove that she was still in control,

that she could make them fall for her. Perhaps this was why she thought she was

above their esteem, because she thought it was about control, but in the end she

was as much a slave to their response as the women whose doting attitude to men

she claimed to despise. Maybe this would not have mattered so much in itself, but

the marks of misery Suzy left everywhere she went told a different story. You could

at a stretch blame the men for the broken marriages, blame the vanity that made

them brush aside Suzy’s reputation, each thinking that he would finally be the one

to compel her, that he would be so absorbing and irreplaceable that she would

want to stay with him. You could blame them too for the misery they caused their

abandoned wives, and feel little sympathy when inevitably Suzy turned her back on

them. But the destruction was real, and the unhappiness of the children from her

various liaisons was visible. The worst delusion of all was Suzy’s apparent image

of herself as a good mother. She would say nothing was more important to her

than her children, but this was only true as long as they did not get in the way of

anything else she felt like doing.

Claire was running out of patience with Suzy’s delusions and pretensions. Then

this failure of patience annoyed her more than anything else. She was telling

herself again that it was not her place to have opinions about other people’s

behaviour, when that behaviour had no impact on her life. But with Suzy more

than anyone she was finding it increasingly hard to avoid making judgements. She

would rather have stayed away from her. Mostly she did.

They all spoke their minds, up to a point, filling the silence that would otherwise

have hung between them. Claire knew she had mostly grown away from these

women, but part of her did not want to let the past go. The conversation went round.

Though the Chambers bar was more relaxed than most traditional pubs, it was

hard for a group of women to meet there for an evening and not at some point

suffer unsolicited attention from men. It happened on many of their evenings

together, these hopeless men assuming they were looking for mixed company, or

sex (because they lived in such hope). Sometimes the resulting conversations

could be entertaining, watching the men and their efforts to charm and beguile
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them, some good, most pathetic. That night they were interrupted by a hopeless

one. He was bald and heavily built, tattoos showing on his broad biceps and

forearms. He was with some other friends and after a while of looking, wondering,

came over to their table. When he spoke his voice was a little rough, a little slurred

with drink and he leaned on the nearest corner of the table, a cigarette smoking

from his fingers.

“I was just thinking, maybe you lovely ladies could do with a bit of company?”

Foolishly they had left room on the settle.

Geraldine looked back at him steadily. She put a little starch into her voice.

“I think we’ve been doing quite well so far,” she said.

“Room for one more,” he insisted. “Come on, what will it cost you? I’m down here

for a few weeks on a job. I just want some good company.”

“Have a seat.” This was from Suzy. Claire looked across at her in alarm. Suzy was

oblivious, but perhaps she thought she was only giving him permission for what he

had already done. It was not that simple. He grinned at her.

“Thank you very much.”

Suzy went on.

“What sort of job?”

“Just a bit of building. That’s my work these days.”

“You’ve done other things then,” said Kat.

“This and that, and I’ve been inside on the way. Limits your choices, you know?”

“Inside where?” asked Alison. The others looked at her. The man nodded his head,

as if this was some kind of appreciated irony.

“The Scrubs love, you know, prison, inside.”

“What for?” asked Suzy, but Geraldine was cutting across her.

“Well, I’ve always wanted to meet a man who could take it up the back passage,

as it were.”

She said this in a studied indifferent way, flicking her cigarette into the ashtray.

An apprehensive ripple went round the table. Claire cringed, but smiled too. This

was the Geraldine she had always loved, ready to say the things other people only

thought, and get away with it. She hoped the man would understand her and go

away, but he shook his head vehemently, treating this like a conversation.

“No one ever messed with me,” he said. “They wouldn’t dare.” He looked at

Alison, and then Suzy. “I was in for GBH, that helps when you’re in there but I’m
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not proud of it. It’s a stupid thing. I’m not a bad man but I’ve got a bit of a temper,

have a few drinks, you know, things get out of hand. It’s stupid though, because

just one night you drink too much and things get out of hand and it messes up your

entire life. It’s like, just one thing you’ve done one night, and you can be sorry

about it but that doesn’t matter, because that one thing, that stupid thing and that’s

you in a pigeonhole. Doesn’t matter what else you’ve done or want to do. That’s

you in the pigeonhole, all neatly labelled so other people get it straightaway.

Doesn’t matter what else you’re like.”

“And what are you like?” Geraldine’s tone was still poised, acid.

“I’m just an ordinary bloke. I work hard. I like a bit of a laugh.”

Kat leapt in.

“We all like a laugh,” she said. “What’s your favourite joke then?”

This seemed to silence him for some moments, having to think.

“I know millions of jokes.”

“Just one will do, whatever you think is the best of them. Surely you have a

favourite joke?”

“That’s hard. What’s your favourite joke?”

Claire found herself wondering. She heard jokes but she rarely told them. She

always thought she sounded a little ridiculous, trying to time the punchline. Her

mother often told her she had no sense of humour but as so often with her mother

she mistook the appearance for the reality. Claire thought she enjoyed good jokes.

It was just that she could never remember them. Her mind had gone blank.

Geraldine on the other hand was ready.

“I’m fond of the joke about Adam and God in the garden of Eden. One day Adam

is fed up and he turns to God complaining, why O lord he says did you make

woman so beautiful? And God replies calmly, so you would fall in love with her.

Yes says Adam, but why did you have to make her so stupid? And God smiles

serenely and replies, so that she would fall in love with you.”

Alison laughed loudly. The others all smiled, and even the man nodded his head.

“Very clever,” he said. “I think most of my best jokes are a bit bluer than that, a

bit too blue for this company.”

“Try us,” Kat suggested.

He looked at her, as if he would leer, and then thought better of it.

“I don’t think so.”



101

“How very quaint. How charmingly old school.”

He stared at Geraldine for a second, and then looked pleased with himself.

“Old school charm, that’s me all over.”

Claire remained uneasy, but Kat and Geraldine seemed to be enjoying themselves.

The man had apparently forgotten his friends, the drunk man, and was intent on

staying with the women. He insisted on buying some more wine as well as beer for

himself, increasingly attentive to Geraldine. She led him along. The barman called

last orders, a distant voice from the other end of the cellar. The drunk man looked

intently at Geraldine.

“I’ve got to go back to the mates,” he said. “We’re not down here for long. Give

us a kiss, why don’t you?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Come on,” he insisted. “You’ve been giving me the eye all night.”

Geraldine sat back, her mouth open in mock amazement.

“I most certainly have not.”

His mood shifted, like a shadow passing over him. Now he was angry.

“Don’t start pissing me around. I don’t like being pissed around.”

“No one’s pissing you around,” Geraldine said evenly.

“I think it’s best if you leave now,” Kat put in.

“I’ll leave when I’ve had my fucking kiss.” The man was half standing, leaning

forward at Geraldine. Claire fingered the mobile phone in her bag. She hated

confrontations and wanted to be away from here. She wanted the man to be gone

so the could say goodbye peacefully in their own time. Kat stood up quickly and

crossed to the man’s friends, who had seemed happy to leave him to the women.

One of them came back with her. He looked quickly around the table, embarrassed.

“Come on Vic,” he said. “Let’s get one in for the road, leave these ladies in peace.”

Vic pushed his face towards his friend, a wildness about him.

“I’m just looking for a bit of company. One kiss that’s all, doesn’t seem so much

to ask.”

“Come on Vic, let it go.”

“I just want one kiss.”

“Let them alone.”

“Fucking stuck up cows, the lot of you.”
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Vic glared at them. Geraldine tipped ash from her cigarette, but Claire could feel

she had grown tense with the sudden threat from the man. Vic showed his

contempt, beamed it out from his angry face, but clambered around the side of the

table.

“I think we had better go,” said Kat. Geraldine just shrugged.

“We were just humouring him.”

Alison said

“Men, you never know what they’re going to do next.”

Claire thought of the contempt in Vic’s face. She could have made the same face.

She looked down into her lap, and clasped the top parts of her handbag together.
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I know the house. You could say I have mostly paid for it so might think I had a

claim on it, some right to be there. Naturally I have been here many times to pick

up the children, to talk about practical things. I am still trying to tell myself that

this is normal, like a routine visit.

It doesn’t feel that way. As I get out of the car I find myself looking nervously

around, wondering what the neighbours would think. I know that most of them

would think nothing, would not be paying attention. People keep to themselves on

these housing estates. If they know me they could not be surprised or anxious.

That’s the beauty of it, living in this half light, the half truths, starting an affair with

a woman who in the eyes of God I should believe is still my wife.

I told the office that I was going out with a prospective client. It is Marianne’s

weekly day off, in lieu of the Saturday she always covers. The children are at school.

As I walk from the car towards the front door I’m telling myself that all we would

do is talk about what happened at the amphitheatre. I need to reassure myself that

my intentions remain honourable.

But then there is much more going on than this struggle for self-deception. I’m

trying to remind myself of how much I dislike Marianne. Though I know full well,

she is beautiful still, and it’s like being caught up in a story I might have dreamt

about, the fantasy stuff you let into your mind when you’re bored without any

desire to make it real, and yet this is real. This is the bright day, a breeze coming

up from the sea, slipping around the dull modern estate houses (at least they are

plain designs, without mock-period pretensions). As I shut the car door, looking

at her front door, I am giddy with this sense of a dream coming true, making the

day seem unreal.

She answers the door, stepping back into the shadows to let me in, smiling briefly.

I feel suddenly that I should have a gift for her, like a courting man, something I

could hand over to bridge the space between us. But then I’m telling myself again,

I am only here to talk. It’s as if I say it often enough I could be convinced.

“I’m glad you’ve come,” she says, and I close the front door behind me.

We go into the kitchen and she busies herself making coffee. There are things

around, things I know from our lives together. When we separated I gave her first

Burn
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choice of whatever she wanted to keep, feeling guilty enough without trying to take

the small things from her. She had characteristically managed a compromise

between whatever was useful and what would have been too painful a reminder of

our failed marriage. This balance has been best achieved in the kitchen, and less

successful in other spaces. In the living room I know there is more of me, partly

because she could afford to discard less, partly because there were the things the

children would have wanted. Going into the living room in the past has always

unsettled me, like seeing a younger version of yourself in a film, knowing it was

you and even remembering how you felt when the film was shot, but seeing it now

from a different viewpoint, seeing yourself as a stranger. I’m glad then that we stay

in the kitchen for the moment. In the kitchen there is only a lurking embarrassment,

wondering what we are doing while we continue to make it happen.

She hands me a mug of coffee, and pushes the sugar bowl along the work surface

towards me. The mug is new but I recognise the sugar bowl. I shake my head.

“Thanks, but I don’t have sugar in coffee or tea any more.”

Marianne raises an eyebrow.

“Well, it’s good to see Claire is having a positive influence on you.”

I draw a deliberate breath, unsure of her tone, and shrug.

“I just worked out, I didn’t like the taste of it anymore. We all change. It was when

I was living on my own.”

Marianne lowers her face.

“I’m sorry, that was unnecessary.”

“It’s just history.”

“No it’s not,” she says with sudden vehemence. “History’s something that happens

to other people. This is our life, how we carry on.”

I look at her, feeling a turmoil, not knowing how to control it.

“You’ve changed too,” I say. “I can’t imagine you speaking that way, before, when

we were married.”

It’s her turn to shrug.

“We’re supposed to get wiser when we get older. I’m not sure it’s true, but

certainly you get to think different things. And I’m not saying … I mean, I do know

there’s no going back.”

This seems right too, and she is bolder than me, broaching what we both feel. I

take the chance to speak my mind.
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“So what are we doing?”

Quickly she puts her arms around my neck. I catch the smell of her again, not

the perfume but maybe it is the soap she uses or something in her skin. It makes

me shiver, the force of it, and she feels it and steps away.

“Is something wrong?”

I shake my head.

“Not with you. It’s just that this is … complicated.”

She smiles again, mostly to herself I think.

“That’s a word for it. I suppose it’s what you do Rob. You always have to pick over

things, make them hard.”

And I think, she probably knows me better than anyone alive. Better than Claire

certainly, because Claire holds herself back, put limits on her interest. This is

grimly ironic since Claire’s detachment, her self-sufficiency, these were traits that

attracted me to her in the first place. I wanted a relationship that gave me room to

move, to be what I am rather than part of her life.

You try to be wise. You try to understand as you get older (because you think it

must be a part of getting older, having no excuse for carrying on in foolishness)

what it is that makes relationships work, or at least what you need in a relationship.

I am not sure how clear this ever becomes, because I have learnt some areas will

always be grey. There may be some fine balance you can have, the balance between

someone who challenges you, shows you things you might not have considered,

and someone who just irritates you with contradiction. With the former you can

hope to grow, but the latter will surely drive you away. But is there really a feasible

balance between the two, or in truth does it reflect more your inclination to be

enlightened or irritated?

Because maybe all this is just a way of rationalising the misery we must face,

telling ourselves that contradiction is good for us, until our mood shifts and we

decide it’s insufferable. Everything comes back to what you want, and that changes

all the time. I do not believe you could change it by an effort of will.

I say

“I like to think things through, but if that was really what I was doing I wouldn’t

be here at all, not like this. I can’t think this through at all.”

“And that’s why you have to let it go.”

I take a sip from the coffee.
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“I seem to be good at letting things go, but maybe I haven’t at all. Perhaps that’s

the problem.”

Marianne leans back on the counter by the stove. She puts her arms out beside

her, so her hands can hold on to the edge of the work surface. She looks open,

vulnerable, or perhaps just enticing, drawing me in. She says

“Your trouble is that you’ve always behaved like you’re in control, like you had all

the power and all the responsibility, but that’s not often true, or if it is it’s just with

unimportant things. More often we don’t get to make big decisions. That would

be terrifying. You just have to cope with whatever comes along. That’s what I do.”

I hear the words, and they mean enough for me to nod some acceptance, but I

am hardly listening. I am thinking about the scene in Bob Rafaelson’s film of The

Postman Always Rings Twice, when Jack Nicholson (rough, itinerant) is in the

kitchen with Jessica Lange (unhappy, lonely), and passion overcomes them. It is

an explicit scene, and became notorious on the film’s release. Unusually this was

not for its nudity (there was little of that). It was explicit in the raw physicality of

their passion, how they grasp and touch each other, their sex layered with violence

as they sweep away the contents of the kitchen table and the camera goes down to

Jack Nicholson’s hand between her legs, rubbing her, arousing her. Mainstream

filmmakers had rarely bothered with such detail before.

Why? Why am I thinking about this? It is sex and the kitchen, I suppose,

obviously. The kitchen connects our scenes. I imagine crossing the floor to

Marianne, her seizing the back of my head while she kisses me around and over

my mouth, while I reach down under her skirt, pulling up her skirt and tearing at

her pants, pulling at my own clothes and then I am inside her, pushing her

buttocks up against the worktop, her legs somehow suspended loose on either side

of me, a breast falling out from her opened shirt. I want to push these images out

of my head and try to take another sip from my coffee but distracted I choke on it;

the spasm jerks my arm and the hot coffee spills onto my hand. With the sudden

pain I drop the mug. It falls slowly through the air towards the tiled surface of the

floor. My hand is burning and I am rigid with the desire to stop the mug, somehow

to stop all of this happening, which means I can do nothing. The mug shatters

when it hits the floor and the coffee splashes onto my trousers, the fronts of the

kitchen units. I cry aloud in shock

“Oh fuck, I’m sorry.”
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Marianne has not moved from her open-armed position. There is a flash of

annoyance on her face which quickly spreads back into a smile of amusement. I

step away from the pool of coffee, dotted with little icebergs of broken china, the

jagged white edges. The mess seems to be everywhere.

“I’m sorry, do you have a cloth or something?”

“What about your hand? Is it alright?”

“It’s burning but it doesn’t matter. I want to clear this all up.”

She shakes her head as if I am a child.

“It’s only a cheap old mug. The rest of it will mop up. There’s nothing to fret about.”

I feel too agitated to accept this.

“Have you got a cloth though?”

“Go out into the cloakroom and run your hand under the cold tap. I’ll clear this

up.”

The burn on my hand is increasingly real to me. I remember her speaking to the

children this way, when they had got themselves into some scrape. I pick my steps

awkwardly over the spilled coffee and then hurry out to the small bathroom by the

front door only glancing at her and hoping to express again my regret. She nods

at me to get on with it, and so I leave her to the mess. In the bathroom I reach for

the cold tap and feel the rush of the water over my burning skin with some relief.

I stand there, my back to the open doorway, for a minute or so, feeling the cold

spread from my hand and up my arm, calming me. I can hear her moving around

the kitchen, the chink of the mug fragments as she pushes them together, collect-

ing them and then the water running out there. I am not thinking of much by then,

embarrassed and wishing I could rewind the last five minutes. Then I sense her

movement as she comes up to stand behind me, just to one side where there is

room to stand.

“How is it?”

I shift slightly on my feet so I can turn my head to face her, and so she can see

my hand under the running water.

“I’ll live. I’m really sorry.”

“Turn off the water and dry it. I’ve brought you some cream.”

I nod, drying the hand. The heat wells up again immediately. She reaches past

me, squeezing some ointment from a tube onto the raw skin, returning the cap to

the tube and placing it on the edge of the basin, then she begins to press the cream
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into my skin with the tips of her fingers, holding my wrist with her other hand,

positioning my hand, pushing the coolness into my skin and her hair is close to my

face. I can smell the shampoo in it. She is stroking my hand lightly, easing away

the pain, and I lift the other to her shoulder. She curls against the pressure of my

hand.

“Come on,” she says. “Let’s go upstairs.”

There is an uncanny, dead quietness about the upper floor of a house when you

go there unfamiliar in the day. I think it is something about the neatness of the

made up beds, waiting to be disturbed again but while they are made up or turned

down, just holding their own in stillness. I feel this as I go up the stairs behind her,

even though I have not yet seen the beds. I realise as I go that I have never been

upstairs here before. We go round the banister as we come onto the landing,

towards the front of the house and Marianne’s bedroom.

“Lie down on the bed,” she says. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

She has bought a new bed. I left the old one with her, in fair condition but

perhaps it had worn out, or perhaps she had seen it as the most potent, revolting

symbol of our failed marriage and thrown it out. That would have been human. I

sit down on the edge of the neatened duvet and begin to pull at my shoes. The burn

in my hand has settled to a dull but constant pain, and moving it around makes the

pain worse. I use my left hand mostly to take off the shoes, my socks (it seems

clumsy, erotically insensitive to leave my socks on) and then I fall backwards on

the bed, looking at the ceiling. It is painted a flat, blue grey, helping to bring down

its height, and the surface of the plaster beneath is textured. I know Marianne

would not have liked this, but living on her own no doubt she has learnt to

compromise. So things change. I think of the stars that night as we lay on the

beach, her defiant, self-absorbed passion. I began to wonder now if I could touch

her in a way that had been beyond me then, and if I could, what would it be like?

I wondered if I should be taking off all my clothes, what she would expect. The

forced calm of the afternoon upstairs seems to press itself against me, and I do not

want to move. My heart is beating palpably in my chest, the blood in my ears. I

hear her come back into the room, and at first I do not raise my head.

“Oh come on,” she says. “Are you going to make me do all the work?”

She has quickly knelt on the foot of the bed. I feel it sag around my calves, and

then her hand is on my trouser fastening, pulling it away from my waist to undo it.
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Now I lift my head so I can see her. She has kept on her underwear, her bra and

pants, and I wonder why, whether this is some primness or, more likely knowing

Marianne, it is consciously erotic. The underwear, it is very smooth. It’s funny, the

things you remember, the details you hold in your mind. She had full and

well-shaped breasts, unmarred by motherhood. They are kept from me now by her

flesh-coloured bra, a satin material or something like it, that seems to spread into

her flesh, marked only by the faint line of the seam. I arch my back so she can pull

my trousers and pants down. Naked in front of her she looks at my cock, already

excited, grins and kisses it, lightly, half way down, a peck from her lips then she

looks up at me with that same grin. I want to touch her breasts, the satin material.

Claire has small tight breasts. I had never thought the difference was important to

me. I don’t want to be so predictable, like so many other men, enthralled by large

breasts as if they signified something specifically exciting and attractive. I do not

feel that way. But I can only relish the sensual charge of seeing Marianne there,

her large and now unfamiliar bosom, the novelty of it. I’m feeling desperate for her

now, and I cannot reach her. She has taken control.

We call it lovemaking. We want to say it is something more than an animal

impulse, the working out of our genes. We point to the emotional commitment it

brings. I’ve heard it said that this is all part of our genetic programming, yielding

a sustainable structure for the raising of the young. You can always fit the evidence

to the things you believe, the stories you want to tell. But there is a deeper irony in

the intimacy we seek through sex. We are swept up in the fantasy of dissolution,

as if you could really lose yourself in someone else’s body, but when the fantasy

falters, when you fall apart, you are left with something like the opposite. More

than this, without the dream of love the act can seem such a negligible thing, a

moment of pleasure. I can tell myself that I have done nothing much, nothing I

have not done hundreds if not thousands of times before. This is the strange

texture of untruth, a fact not being what it seems. I suppose in the eyes of my

long-lapsed faith, my relationship with, my marriage to Claire, was all adulterous,

but in truth I have never been unfaithful before. I can tell myself that it was only a

moment, something gone past me., but I feel I have crossed a dividing line by

having sex with this woman, who in the eyes of Mother Church could still claim to

be my real wife, and instead of dissolution this knowledge brings a world of

encumbrance, a new reinforcement of everything I am by compelling me to
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acknowledge that I can be shaped and changed by my actions, and that what seems

fleeting could define the rest of my life. I tell myself it should be fleeting, weightless,

because I am not in love with her, but I am struggling.

Or perhaps this apprehension is no more than I could expect from the vestigial

traces of my old religion, my guilt and sense that I am betraying Claire’s faith in

me. I can say none of this to Marianne, but when we have fallen back into each

other’s arms, lying there, I can feel no simple gratification. I want to push the

unwelcome thoughts out of my head, just like the film scene in the kitchen. I am

lying here, I tell myself, with this strange woman, my past wife, holding her like I

cannot remember holding her in the last years of our marriage. I have to wonder

whether we had lost all passion before simply because we had grown too used to

each other, or is the return of passion now no more than the edginess that comes

with the sense of doing wrong, the heightened pleasure of transgression? If so it

is a double edge. I can still comfort myself with the thought that we are only being

true to our first marriage vows, and they take primacy over everything since, a

Catholic comfort unintended by the Church, a false comfort.

These things go through my head, and I try to push them away, and she lies

content for a while, her hair on my chest, and then after that while she lifts her face

and says

“I can tell, I know you. You’re trying to make sense of things.”

My burnt hand is beginning to throb insistently again. I had forgotten about the

pain, more or less, in our passion.

“Don’t think about it,” she says. “It won’t help. Just accept it.”

If I could have moved I would have shrugged, some gesture of disagreement.

“This isn’t … an ordinary thing to do.”

She shakes her head, her hair moving slowly around the motion of her head.

“Who wants to be ordinary? Anyway, was it really such a bizarre series of events

that brought us here? Or was it just two people following their very natural

desires? What could be more ordinary?”

I push my fingers through that hair. It has a dry feel, the effect no doubt of its

treatments over the years, or perhaps just some spray she has put in earlier. She is

not giving the whole story.
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“It’s the feelings themselves that are the extraordinary thing; why we should we

want to do this when we have already … made decisions, you know, because we

went through a painful separation to get away from this, and yet here we are …”

She shakes her head again and my hands fall away from her hair.

“We did move on. We’re different people. In any case, we’re not trying to live

together again. We’re just indulging in a little affair. It doesn’t have to get too

complicated.”

“Or at least, it’s only complicated in my head.”

“I think that’s what I was trying to say.”

She sits up, looking at me curiously. She speaks quickly, with a sudden urgency,

as if she has to explain herself.

“After you left me I went a little wild. I had affairs, sometime with two or more

men at the same time. It was like I was catching up, on what I felt I’d missed. I got

tired of myself fairly quickly, but I had to go through it. You didn’t do anything

like that did you?”

I look at her. The room seems cool with the curtains closed, the shadow lying

across her like a drape, remembering how she had been as a young woman, and

then later. Claire’s skin is tauter, her frame slighter, and I remember noticing with

distaste in the last years of my marriage to Marianne how she had put on some fat

on her arms and face. Perhaps she has lost that weight, or perhaps it is just that

now I can only see her voluptuousness, the allure she has held on to, and I wonder

what she would see in me. But more than this I feel confused, not sure whether to

apologise or defend my because I have not rushed from our marriage to other

lovers, especially since Marianne had seemed so bitter at the news of my intended

re-marriage. I feel resentment at her past anger even now. It is ridiculous. I cross

my arms on my chest. I want to explain.

“I was never so good, you know, at sticking my neck out, risking rejection. I

thought about it of course, but it just didn’t happen, and maybe I didn’t want the

complication of another relationship when I was still trying to come to terms with

what I felt about you, and the children, and all the time trying to find a way of living

that meant I could see them.”

“And then you met Claire.”

“Exactly, and it was out of the blue, and it seemed good, seemed the right thing.”
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“I’ve come to think,” says Marianne, pushing her hair back from her face, “I mean,

I don’t think we’re wired for fidelity. I think we just get bored with whoever we’re

with, and that’s human nature. Marriage, that was just a bunch of old aristocrats

or whoever, men worrying about where their children might have come from, a

way of controlling women. You never wanted to accept that you might have just

got bored, but certainly I think that’s what happened between you and me. I can

accept it, understand it. You have to accept it and let it go. I’m not saying you

should leave Claire. Having an affair with me might be a way of hanging on to

what’s good in your relationship with her, having a bit of excitement with me, but

that doesn’t have to compromise everything.”

I cannot accept this, shake my head, inching a little away from her, turning on to

my side.

“I don’t know if I can do that.”

“You mean you’re still dreaming of the perfect relationship?”

“I think … yes, I do think marriage is a worthwhile dream.”

“Then what are you doing here?”

“I don’t know. I suppose sometimes you just wake up.”

She smiles to herself, slips down over the foot of the bed and stands up, holding

her hand out to me, offering to help me up from the bed.

“Come on, the sky’s not going to fall. You’re just going to have to work some

things out for yourself.”

“And not tell Claire?”

“Definitely not tell Claire.”
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Grace had taken to acting at school. Claire got on comfortably with Robert’s

children. Matthew had left for college so was not much around but the younger

two would come over for meals at weekends, or during the week. They were old

enough now to make their own decisions. Grace had asked that both her parents

should come to see her in a charity revue put together by her drama group.

Though Claire mostly disliked modern drama and loathed her drama-teacher

colleagues she had agreed some time earlier in the term that she would be there to

support the production. She thought she was happy to be there for Grace, but

when she later realised what it would entail she knew she was not easy at the

thought of seeing Marianne. They met inevitably from time to time. There were

invariably polite to each other. There seemed little that they wanted to say to each

other.

Or if she was honest, there was too much to say. It would not have been a happy

conversation and it seemed that each of them had decided separately to avoid it.

Their restraint carried a price, forcing an awkwardness between them, but this was

not surprising, and Robert appeared to sense it, arranging their lives as far as

possible so that the two women did not have to meet. He tried to do this in an

unobtrusive way, and mostly Claire did not have to think about it.

So she said nothing to Robert when Grace had announced she would like both

her parents to be at the school for the revue. Grace had a large role as the emcee,

as well as parts in many of the sketches. It was natural that she should want her

parents to see her. Claire comforted herself thinking she could probably make

herself busy backstage, staying out of view, but when she had gone down to the

hall and talked to her colleagues they were typically vague about how she was

supposed to help. They said it would be good if she could make sure that people

did not cluster at the back of the hall away from the front seats. Claire had no idea

how she was supposed to do this, and lurked in the wings, watching the hall.

Grace saw her. A few early-comers were already sitting in the audience, sitting

tactfully back from the front and as far apart from each other as they could, being

good English people mostly anxious to do their utmost to avoid contact with

people they did not know.

Performance
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Grace approached her here. She looked happy, excited.

“Hello,” she said. “I assume Dad’s not here yet. He is coming isn’t he?”

“You know your father,” Claire replied. “He had a client to see last thing so he was

never going to be here early, but he promised he would make the curtain-up.”

Grace nodded. She was in her first costume, her main costume, an elegant

cocktail dress in dark purple silk that clung to her already mature figure. Claire in

contrast had developed late, at least physically, which had not helped her shyness.

She looked at Grace and saw a beauty she thought she had never had, and was

beyond her now. The girl’s beauty was all the more compelling because she carried

it unselfconsciously. She looked mostly like her mother but she had Robert’s eyes.

Claire told herself she had to see Grace as her own person, rather than as a

reflection of her parents. Claire had never taught her, but knew she was bright and

had a reputation for her sweet nature as well as her beauty. It was enough to make

you spit.

Claire smiled to herself. Grace misread her expression.

“I guess we live in hope.”

Claire nodded, then added

“Here’s a useful fact for you. There’s a small town in Derbyshire, in the Peak

District, called Hope. I’ve never stopped there, but I’ve been through it on the train

through to Manchester. Perhaps it has about 10,000 people living there, and I like

to think, there are 10,000 people living in Hope.”

Grace smiled back at her, and shook her head.

“You’re just trying to put me at my ease.”

That was a quaint way of saying it.

“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Claire insisted.

Grace moved on, busy about some task. Claire walked to the front of the stage,

stepped down and then through the rows of chairs to the entrance doors. A few

more people had come into the hall now, shuffling themselves into their seats

where they remained with expectation. A table had been set up by the door, ready

to check tickets. Claire hovered there for a moment, wondering if this was the role

she should accept for the evening. But then no one had asked her to, so she

imagined that they did not need her. She turned on her heel, walking down the

central aisle and took a seat. More people were coming in around her now, but still

she felt self-conscious, isolated in her row as if she had no business being there.
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She had a folder in her hand with some notes from her last class in school that day,

and she opened it, began to go through it, wondering if she could easily get

through the notes and whether this would be useful. So she sat for a moment with

the folder half open, and then thought it would be too boring to carry on, so she

closed the front flap and sat back in her chair, glancing up at the ceiling, its

patchwork of ugly perforated tiles. She found herself wondering why so many

building materials were so ugly, thinking it was nothing to do with cost but because

people did not care enough, and then she wondered if this was Robert talking in

her head, and thought that it was not a welcome intrusion. She wanted her head

for herself.

She began to open the folder again. This was hopeless. She stood up quickly and

walked back to the desk by the door. One of her students was sitting there, Anne

Marie Marshall. She was a diligent girl but Claire found it hard to warm to her.

“Are you all in control here?”

Anne Marie nodded. Her face was loaded with puppy fat, but she would probably

lose it soon and then she would be an attractive girl, perhaps even beautiful, though

not as striking as Grace. It was strange, this luck, the nuances that could make you

beautiful. Claire was not complaining, since she knew she was good looking

enough. She had been lucky enough.

“I think everything’s fine Miss,” Anne Marie said. Claire gripped her folder a little

tighter, and she looked around. Across the hall, preparing to sit down she saw

Suzy. Their eyes met and Suzy was on her feet again, waving across the hall,

stepping away from the seat to approach her. Claire hesitated and then walked to

meet her. Suzy was effusive. She moved her face, air kisses. Claire went with the

motion, holding the tip of her tongue in between her teeth.

“Are you in charge?” Suzy asked, stepping back from her.

“Not at all. Just here to show willing, you know, moral support.”

“But Grace is a star of the show! Is Rob coming?”

Claire nodded.

“And Marianne.”

“Oh.” Suzy looked at her, the look intended to be meaningful, and Claire just

thought it was obvious. She said

“What about Danielle?”



116

Danielle was Suzy’s second child, and a classmate of Grace. She was also in the

revue. She was another beautiful child, like her mother but as yet unwrecked,

though Claire thought she was already carrying the damage. She carried it inside.

Her unlined face gave nothing away, but Claire did not doubt the damage was

done. Suzy was so careless, all the while claiming that the children were more

important than anything. Suzy said

“She’s in the third sketch, and then again in the long piece at the end. She says it’s

quite funny and, you know, she loves playing about on the stage, but I don’t think

it’s really in her blood, not like it is for Grace. I believe Marianne was a good

actress, and could have turned professional if she hadn’t taken a different course.”

“Grace is not like Marianne. I don’t think she takes it seriously at all.”

“But she’s still a star.”

Did Suzy imagine that Claire looked on Grace with something like maternal

pride? Perhaps Suzy really could not imagine what it would be to live without

children. Claire thought, it was not that she had planned it this way, but for a

woman there was such a short time, such a limited opportunity and it had never

been right for her. Naturally she wondered how she would have been as a mother;

the presence of Robert’s children raised that question for her all the time. They did

not satisfy some disregarded urge. They confronted her with the life she had not

chosen, but then she knew, she had always been afraid she would end up repeating

her mother’s mistakes.

She could look at her mother with scorn, thinking of her miserable childhood and

adolescence, and this should have been enough to make her feel she would never

be the same, that because she had suffered she would never do the same thing. But

your own childhood was the only experience you had to go on when you became

a parent. Even if you went to opposite extremes your judgements were being

distorted. She could already catch Stella’s tone of voice from time to time in her

own. The chance had never really arisen when she was young enough to have

children comfortably, but if it had she would have been too wary of her capacity to

do harm to them. She would have wanted to break the circle, all the while knowing

that what you want may not always determine what you do. If her children had

been disappointing she feared she might have turned on them.

Being a stepmother was not the same. It could have brought its own problems

but she liked Robert’s children and they seemed to like her. With this groundwork
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established she could maintain a happy distance, rather as she imagined grandpar-

ents feel, able to enjoy the happy sense of relationship without the unconditional

commitment of real parenthood. It seemed unlikely that Suzy would have been

interested in any of this, let alone bother to imagine it.

“I’m sure she’ll be fine.”

That much was true. Claire was less sure about Danielle, but little hung on the

show. It was only a fund-raising revue. Even if it was a catastrophe in a week or

so it would not matter at all. You could feel your reputation was at stake, but she

thought that the ego was always bigger in the end than any single event. You

bounced back, because you had to think well of yourself to survive, whatever

byways of self-loathing you might go down in the course of a day.

“What about you Suzy? Are you keeping okay?”

Suzy looked back at her archly.

“Keeping? I don’t know about keeping. I’ve met a pretty cool man, if that’s what

you mean by keeping.”

Claire sighed.

“It was an open question. So tell me about him.”

“He’s pretty fine.”

“Go on.”

“I met him in a bar, you know how it is.”

Claire understood, but she had never been anywhere, never remotely in danger

of knowing at first hand “how it was”. She was glad she could hardly imagine how

Suzy felt when she woke up in the morning, or looked back on her life. But she

knew what to say.

“So is he old, young, rich, poor?”

Suzy folded her arms and pursed her lips in mock thoughtfulness, confident of

herself.

“Well, I’d have to admit that he’s a few years younger than me, and rather

gorgeous with it. And I don’t really know if he’s rich or poor, but he drives a BMW,

has his own business. The important thing is that he’s really besotted with me.”

Her eyes glittered. Claire knew she was enjoying the game, not altogether serious

and still she meant it. Suzy had grown into adulthood with the men around her

mostly besotted. It had spoilt her, being beautiful, initially charming and then easily

bored. She had got away with this for twenty years, and it was not beyond her yet,
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but there were signs of change. Where once her reputation had seemed to intrigue

men (as if it were a challenge) now it repelled them. Certainly the local men stayed

away from her now. She pursued strangers passing through, easily flattered by her

unexpected interest, but who themselves would do the ditching as they began to

get an inkling of what she was like. Because she sensed the change she had begun

to get anxious. She made more of her virtues as a mother, but her unease showed

through all the same. Men in turn sensed a different need in her. It was beginning

to make them wary, so that even the strangers were holding back, and she had

gone for some weeks now without seeing anyone. Claire had noticed too that when

she spoke of the different men her thoughts and expectations were growing ever

more fantastical, or literally fabulous. There had been plenty of times over the

years when Claire thought Suzy had the ability to make up what she wanted to

believe, and then believe it absolutely. As they grew older the fantasy seemed to

prevail more and more, running through any conversation. Claire had learnt to

look out for this. It gave any meeting with Suzy a surreal air.

But then she was an old friend. Being with her was not so hard. Familiarity gave

you a reason to look beyond your immediate feelings. Suzy for her part seemed to

have no idea that people patronised her by playing along with her dreams and lies.

“So what next?” she asked. Suzy shrugged, still smiling.

“You never know. I think you should never rush these things, don’t raise your

expectations. He’s talking about investing in some property down here. That was

why he was here, taking a look because he had heard it was cheap and about to

change, you know, with the fast rail link and things. Perhaps he’ll buy me a better

house, one where we could all be together. I could look after him while he travels

for his work, sort the house out and make it beautiful. I’ve got so many brilliant

design ideas. And it would be much better for the children than the pokey little

place we have.”

“Have the children met him then? What did you say his name was?”

“He’s called Pete, and no, not yet. You know we just had this whirlwind thing, last

weekend, spent the weekend together because the younger kids were with Chris.”

Chris was her most recent husband, and the father of the last of her children, Ben.

He had a restaurant in town, one of the better ones. He had known Suzy for many

years. He should have known better. He had been a father figure to the younger
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children even though he was not their father, and he was still ready to play that role.

Suzy usually seemed glad to send the children off to him.

“But you’re having fun?”

“It was wonderful. Sometimes you just get a sense you know, that you’ve met the

one, the one you’ve been looking for all your life, and it will make everything else

come right.”

From the corner of her eye, Claire saw Marianne come in by the entrance table.

The parents were arriving in a steady stream now, the seats filling up quickly.

Claire could have obscured herself in this crowd, but she knew she would have to

face her sooner or later. Suzy saw her too.

“Oh look, there’s Marianne. On her own for now I suppose. I had better mingle.

Lovely to see you Claire. Think I’d better find a seat before they all go.”

Claire nodded.

“Take care.”

She said these things. They were just words, a means of moving on. She glanced

back at Marianne and their eyes met. There was no avoiding her now. Marianne

nodded at her, the cautious greeting, and Claire returned the gesture. She had

turned in the aisle and was facing her as she approached. Marianne was a little

taller than her and carefully made up for the evening. She looked glamorous and

self-possessed. She nodded again to greet her, smiling and self-possessed.

“Is everything organised and sorted?” she asked pleasantly. Claire shifted her

weight on her feet. Her back was beginning to ache from standing up for so long.

There was nothing strange about this.

“I’ve had very little to do with it,” she said. “I’m just here if they need any help for

the evening. For the most part it seems that they don’t.”

“But you’re staying for the performance? I’m sure Grace would be disappointed

if you didn’t.”

She said this as though she meant it, but then it was probably true. Claire

understood this was Marianne’s way of claiming an ownership she could never

have, but then she had never felt possessive about Grace.

“I’ve already spoken to Grace and yes, I’ll be staying.”

She hesitated for a moment and then added

“I hope you’ll be sitting with me and Robert. He should be here any moment. He

was coming straight from a meeting.”
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She had made her own claim.

“I know about Rob and his meetings,” Marianne replied with a small laugh. “And

thank you, these things are no fun when you’re sitting on your own.”

“Obviously you didn’t bring Richard.”

“It clashed with his kick boxing class. You know how it is. Some things cannot be

disturbed, especially when the alternative is sitting in constrained admiration for

your sister. You know boys.”

“I thought they got on well.”

“They get on fine, but that doesn’t mean he’ll put himself out for her. This is just

what it’s always like, for everyone. Every family has its little political games. The

children are always shifting allegiances.”

“I was an only child, but I can guess.”

Marianne hesitated.

“Of course,” she said, then smiled encouragingly. “Perhaps we’d better get seated.”

Claire agreed and half turned to follow her, nearly colliding with the girl from her

lower sixth class, Ellen Williams.

“Hello Miss Jones,” she said quickly. Claire had stepped back from her.

“I’m sorry Ellen … hello.” She looked up Ellen was standing with a woman Claire

vaguely recognised, her mother she thought. She had an indeterminate look of

Ellen about her. And there were two men, a short one with dark hair standing next

to the mother, and on the other side, just behind Ellen, a taller thin man with very

pale skin and receding reddish hair, and a pencil moustache beneath his long nose.

Ellen said

“This is my father, and my Uncle Julian.”

The tall man gave her a little bow, and smiled at her as he raised himself from the

bow. She felt uncomfortable with the smile. He was one of these people you could

instantly dislike, though for all she knew he could have been a lovely man. It was

not as if she was psychic. She nodded back at them.

“Well I hope you enjoy the show.”

Marianne was already climbing into a row with three vacant seats as Claire

caught her up. Marianne sat down on the furthest one from the aisle, smoothing

down her skirt with one hand while she opened her programme in the other. Claire

stalled, still standing. She did not want to sit next to her, but then she was not sure

if it was right for Robert to be perched between them. She looked around as if she
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were attending purposively to some business. To her relief, and a little surprise,

she saw Robert’s face as he came into the entrance doorway, the light of the hall,

his head darting around in the frame as he tried to get his bearings. He said

something to the girl at the desk and then hurried along the aisle towards them,

looking flustered and cheerful. Then he saw Marianne sitting in the row waiting

for him, and his expression twitched with a moment of doubt. He got over it, was

up with them, busily talking around them.

“Marianne, hello. Are you okay? Good, sorry Claire. Thought for a minute I was

going to be late, but looks like I’ve just made it. Are we all sitting here? Not a bad

viewpoint I suppose. Shall I sit down then? Shall I sit here?”

He took the middle seat, slapping his palms on the tops of his knees.

“I told the girl I didn’t want a programme, that you’d have one. Can I have a look?”

He was speaking quickly and excitedly. Perhaps he had really hurried from the

car to be there. Claire sighed and sat down. Marianne held out her programme.

“Here, have a look at mine. Grace is listed near the top.”

“Thank you. Yes, it’s good isn’t it, though we don’t want to encourage her to be

vain do we?” He looked eagerly at his ex-wife, and then back at Claire, but it

wasn’t a question they were supposed to answer.

The lights dimmed suddenly and hushed the crowd. The girl by the table was

pulling the curtain across the door. Claire looked back up to the stage to see a hand

flick out through the central line of the closed curtains, and then the shimmer of

the dress in the spotlight, the smooth and tanned girl’s skin, and Grace smiling

mischievously as she looked over the audience. She curtsied quickly, bade them

welcome. She had become a stranger, a different woman, changed by the elevation

of the stage and the glossy clarity of the spotlight. Perhaps she felt it too. Perhaps

it helped her change, to become that self-confident coquette. Claire reflected that

it was a common strangeness, this ability to perform, to be something you were

not.

Claire sometimes thought of teaching as a performance, but she was never in

danger of being anything other than herself.

People forgot their lines, fluffed their entrances and missed cues. There were

some bad jokes and good jokes, and the audience laughed in the right places. It

was fine. They all clapped loudly as the lights came on for the interval. Marianne

was beaming, and leaned over to Robert.
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“Who’d have thought it of our little Grace?”

He nodded smiling too while he continued to applaud, the proud parents. Claire

understood that she had to grant them this much together. She rose with half the

audience, said she was going to the loo, those words.

When she came back Robert was standing in the aisle by their seats, talking

brightly with Suzy. She was standing just back from him, looking up at him with

her head angled to one side, a hand on her hip, like Grace on the stage self-

confident in the role of coquette. As she crossed the floor towards them she was

telling herself that Robert knew her well enough, that even Robert would not be

that stupid.
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Nothing more animal in us than our rutting, our highest pleasure, our lowest self.

I’m sitting here among the disembodied voices of the internet, a place where you can

be anyone, and live your fantasies and everyone listening goes along with it. Why

should it be so important to have someone listening? Why should that matter at all?

But it seems to excite them all the more. It seems to make them feel it is real.

Feed them their scraps, satisfy their sordid little dreams with my stories. I have seen

her now anyway, know what I must do. She’s real enough, and that’s the joke, the

irony of it all. I’ll tell them the story even while I’m making it real, and they’ll be

playing along because they think it’s a story, here in these places where they thought

they were safe. When they know the truth, when they see it on the news, on television

or their papers, that will give them something to reflect on, that they were part of it,

that if only they had realised I was serious they could have done something about it,

but they were too busy enjoying themselves to consider a real life was at stake, this

life in my hands, her blood dripping over my hands. Disembodied voices, and a real

body … but they are not even voices, just words on a screen, a window on a false

world of connections that link nobody.
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It’s stupid, how you can be exercised by the destruction of something you never

liked in the first place. I can only think it’s because we have an inevitable nostalgia

for our original homes. You feel the place you grew up should be there for you,

unchanging and reliable even in its dismal qualities. Then you find yourself with a

truly infuriating combination: your irritation with the way the place had always

been, mixed with a sense of loss for the things that have gone or got worse.

This assumes that it is not likely that you’ll return to your home town, to the

familiar scenes of your earlier life, and find that the place has changed for the

better. I would like to think it was possible, to go forward through the signs of the

past. God knows it is the business of my profession to make things better. But I

have not experienced it, and certainly it seems in character for the town that in

Maidstone things could have only got worse.

It was never a great town, but even in my childhood it had assets which could

have been salvaged, which could have turned into something distinctive. As it is

with time it has lived down to my worst expectations.

I have little reason to come here any more, though when I do it is always the same,

the same half expectation that I might run into someone I used to know. It is like

the dream of open possibilities, the chance of an encounter that might change my

life, the point you reach when you’re desperate for something to happen, but it

never does. There seems to be none of the old crowd around. Like me they have

all moved on, probably more than twenty years earlier. I’m here on a Sunday

afternoon because Richard is competing in a martial arts event. I like to support

him but I cannot not share his enthusiasm for the sport. I don’t much like any sport,

something I share with Claire. I agreed that I would give Richard a lift on the

condition that I do not have to stay and watch, and so here I am adrift in the middle

of the town on a Sunday afternoon with nothing much to do. If I was not driving

I might have gone to a pub, but since I am driving I must avoid the temptation. I

find myself just walking.

I have started by the river. It is just down from the sports hall where I dropped

Richard, where I left the car. It is a warm overcast day, threatening showers, one

of those days when you want the rain to clear the heavy air. I walk on to the old

Home
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bridge, looking along the river towards the Archbishop’s Palace. This is probably

Maidstone’s finest building, and certainly the view from the bridge is the prettiest

in the town, if you look only at the left bank of the river where the Tudor building

sits among trees. When I was a child the right bank had been semi-derelict, the site

of the weekly market, an odd place called Lockmeadow. Now the deep foliage and

grey stone of the palace is overshadowed by a brutal slab across the river, the

Crown Court building, and lurking behind it the sprawl of a multiplex cinema.

If I turn around (I turn around) I can enjoy the worst of the civic vandalism of

the last thirty years. This old bridge should have been the focal point of the town,

just as the river and the easy transport it gave to Chatham and London had been

the source of the town’s earliest prosperity. In the 1960s though it was little more

than a bottleneck for the increasing weight of motor traffic flowing through

mid-Kent. The dwindling of that water-borne commerce had left the area around

the bridge lifeless and as seemingly derelict as the market site. When I was a boy

if you looked north from the bridge there were two large breweries flanking each

bank of the river, a great dark red brick building on the west side which according

to large blue lettering on the wall above the water wanted you to Take Courage.

On the opposite bank was a lower complex of warehousing and machine rooms

with an elevated walkway spanning the road between two of the buildings, carrying

the brewery’s name on its white weatherboarding, Fremlins. Often the town would

smell of the cooking wort.

The breweries were working places, closed in on themselves and so contributing

to the lifelessness of the river around the bridge. In the 1970s the Courage brewery

closed completely, while Fremlins withdrew from the river buildings as it began to

transfer its production to Faversham in North Kent, taken over by a larger business.

If this had happened fifteen years later the good people of Maidstone might have

seen that the buildings were an important part of the town’s heritage, and had the

potential to transform the geography of the place. The industrial structures could

readily have been converted to an interesting human mix of homes and commercial

activity. The river could have become once again the true centre of the town. As it

was the planners were thinking about traffic flows. The brewery buildings were

flattened, broad multi-lane roads put in their place and a second bridge built,

turning the river crossing into a large roundabout. The bottlenecks moved else-
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where, and the freer flowing traffic on the bridges overwhelmed everything else.

No pedestrian could enjoy lingering here.

Things just seem to get worse. I stand here all the same for a while longer, barely

seeing the cars that trundle past in front of me, remembering how it had been,

dreaming of how it could have been. The old swimming baths were in among the

Fremlins buildings, another hangover from another time. There were still private

as well as public baths in those days. When I was a child I imagined the private

baths were for tramps, not able to conceive how even in my parents’ lifetimes there

had been plenty of houses without bathrooms. I thought it strange that there

should be so much provision for so few down and outs, when they would probably

have appreciated a bed more than a bath, but when you are a child you accept that

the world might not make sense.

Towards the end of my time at primary school these baths became a significant

place for me. Once a week I took to swimming with a group of friends, including

some girls. We were paired up. We did not think of our arrangement, our

excursions as “going out” together, but I was with Sally Grant, Brendan O’Conner

with Christine Tanner, Sean Grady with Josie Newman. We were paired but it was

not clear at all that this was supposed to be a relationship, or that our pairings were

altogether fixed. I would have denied that Sally was my girlfriend, and I remember

thinking that Christine was prettier than her, slimmer too. All the same Sally had

a homely face and was certainly more interested in me than Christine seemed.

On the first visit we did as we had planned to do, playing around in the large adult

pool, and when we had had enough we showered, changed, bought some sweets

from the vending machines by the entrance and went home. The second time it

was different. It was the pool itself that gave us the idea. There were signs all

around illustrating what you could not do: no running, no jumping, and (it always

made us giggle) no “petting”. The poster had a cartoon of a young couple in

swimming costumes holding each other with hearts drawn between their heads,

and a large red cross splashed over them. We had given it particular attention on

this second visit, and it inspired us. I was not by nature a defiant child, but I have

never liked being told what to do. As we stood on the steps of the baths Sean

announced that he did not want to go home yet, and Brendan looked at all of us.

He said

“We could go for a snog, you know, like a film star snog, not just like kids.”
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Sally, I remember, was curious. She asked

“Have you ever done that?”

Brendan looked anxiously at Christine. She shrugged.

“A little bit,” he said.

“Where could we go?”

It did not seem right to be kissing in the street. People might see us, and tell

someone else. As I stand on the bridge, an adult, a father, these details seem, so

vivid and clear, but I cannot remember why we chose to go where we did. Just up

the High Street was a small supermarket. In those days it was not small, but

normal. This is not some distortion of memory; they worked to different scales

then. Everything was on a smaller scale, and less crowded. That is just a fact of

development, and there is no point regretting the change.

The supermarket had a car park above, with a ramp going down to a side street,

but there was also a lift and stairs you could use through an entrance to the side

of the main frontage. It might have been that one of us was meeting a parent there

later. That seems likely, but I can no longer be sure. For whatever reason we chose

the area in the car park by the stairwell as a discreet place to play the game. It was

certainly gloomy, dark grey concrete forms by the stairs, the gleams of car bonnets,

windows, coming through from the deeper shadows of the car park itself. At the

top of the stairs by the lift we felt sure we would hear anyone approaching, and so

were safe to proceed unobserved.

Paired off, I put my arms around Sally. She was wearing some kind of plastic

waterproof coat, and it crunched as my arms embraced her. It was disturbing,

exciting, having that other body in my arms, the strangeness of it. I was a little

taller than her, not much, and our faces were close. I pressed my lips on hers. We

had done this much before, this tight-lipped pressing against each other’s mouths

and I had wondered why people wanted to do it, what they got out of it apart from

the pleasure of transgression (though that was not how I would have described it

to myself at the time). We had noticed that they did things differently in films,

opening their mouths and rolling their lips and tongues around. At least, we had

half-noticed what they did and called it film star snogging. That half-noticing

mattered. As I now came to it I found I was not sure what to do. I opened my

mouth, pushed it towards her. She had opened her lips, and I thought, I had some

notion that she should put her lips inside mine. It did not work. Our teeth collided.
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We drew back from each other sharply. I looked over her shoulder and Sean was

rapt in his embrace with Josie.

“We should go a bit slower,” I whispered, “but open your mouth properly.”

So we found our way through to our tongues. I was barely pubescent but I was

still aroused. I was not yet eleven years old.

It was a different world. I leave the bridge and walk up the broad and desolate

High Street to where the supermarket had been. It has long gone, and with it the

car park. Opposite is the Cannon, a landmark monument, I think from the

Crimean War but like everyone else in the town I have managed to ignore it all my

life and never wondered seriously why it was there. A little further up the street is

the other monument, the thing usually referred to only as The Monument, an

elaborate statue of Queen Victoria, still standing at the top of the High Street,

marking the crossroads which have become the working centre of the town. Now

even this focal point seems blurred, with a another new shopping centre under

construction to the north by the old museum. It is mostly on the site of the main

Fremlins brewery buildings. To mark their respect for the structures they are

greedily obliterating the developers have retained the old gateway arch to the

brewery, with its little bell tower and elephant brand. Behind the façade will be the

same old multiple High Street shops (not that they will be anywhere near the High

Street, leaving it to desolation with its ignored monuments). The reek of cooking

wort has already gone from the town, probably forever. I liked the old Fremlins

beer. The bitter was light and fruity. It went forever with the demise of the bigger

brewery in Faversham.

I have reached the corner of Week Street now, opposite Victoria with the chalky

regalia of her office. Years after Sally and at the end of my teens I kissed another

girlfriend goodbye here. I did not know it would be our last kiss, did not mean it

to be, and I wished afterwards I had savoured it more. She was a sweet girl. It was

my break with the town, the day I moved on to college. She was my first real

girlfriend, the first woman I slept with, and still we went away from each other so

easily, as if a change of scene could change everything.

They have restricted the traffic in recent years. These streets are mostly reserved

for buses. I can just remember when among its throng of cars and lorries there

were trolley buses here, a lattice of cables strung above them between the semi-

grand bank buildings clustered at the top end of the High Street. The trolley buses
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too had gone in my childhood, uncluttering the sky, and now there is a deathliness

in the Sunday quiet of the place. No doubt people have better things to do in their

homes. There is rain in the air and few shops open to attract them into the town

centre. I shiver as the first drops of rain spatter on my cheeks, my forehead, feeling

the desolation.

Or I might be shuddering at another memory. I was left standing here for hours

when I was a boy, waiting for my mother to pick me up and take me home as we

had arranged. She had always tried to force too much into the day, and so she was

always late. She would often be more than an hour late. It used to infuriate and

depress me.

I have always been a solitary child, happy enough in my own company. When my

family moved from the town to the country this disposition was confirmed in me,

strengthened. In my early teens I would go for long walks in the woods usually

with the wretched family dog who got no exercise from anyone else. The dog was

company, emphasising my solitude, but then I was taking no simple pleasure in my

solitude. I felt I was lonely, special, and difficult to understand, but dreamt there

would be just one beautiful soul mate, just one woman capable of appreciating

what I had been through, and share those precious moments in the woods with me,

innocently of course, though perhaps not completely innocent. She would take on

the face of whoever I happened to be fantasising about at the time, whoever

seemed plausibly available, but she was otherwise and always the same, the one

who could take me out of myself as I would do to her, making both our lives

complete.

I was nothing if not a serious boy. I thought as serious teenagers often do that

loneliness could be my destiny, the thought that defined me, but I hoped it would

not be. I thought of those girls all the time, and then eventually I met Joanna. She

did come for those walks in the woods. She seemed interested and funny. After a

while we thought we were in love, which is why we tried making love. It was

clumsy at first, neither of us really knowing what we were doing, like that first kiss

with Sally, but we found the way and we even found the chance to make love on

my precious woodland walks. It was like a dream, real and true, and then when it

suited us we just walked away from each other.

It did not matter, it should not matter. You can take life too seriously, pin your

hopes on something that turns out to be unimportant, as if it was a mistake, but it
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was not a mistake. It only became one with time, the torsion of retrospection. We

live too much trying to hedge our bets against the likely threats of the future. Guilty,

I am guilty, and the stupid thing is you can know so much about yourself and what

you should do but the knowledge makes no difference when you come to act.

I stand on the corner of Week Street and the broad bland High Street, the cool

summer rain continuing to stutter and splash around me, nothing serious, a dull

blue light settled over the town like ash and I wonder if in its lingering familiarity

there are still traces of home here for me, home not as a place but as a feeling, as

if I might not have moved on, for all the changes that have come over me. There

is an intensity about your recollections of childhood, the places where you grew up,

which seems to remain with you. The intensity might reflect the attention you paid

to other things in those days, before the facts of your life become so complex, your

attention so divided even as you look at yourself. Or it might come from the

tension you feel in the continuity, the continuity between how your consciousness

was then and your repeated presence now, along with the awareness of all that has

gone past you, so much gone by, so much of it lost.

The spatter of the rain; I turn my face and open my palms to it, the emptiness of

the street lending me the confidence to make these gestures, and I do not know

why I have to make them. Perhaps it is a way of acknowledging the turmoil inside

me, and still I do not stretch my arms or cry out, the extreme gestures running

through my head. It seems enough to lift my eyes and cheeks open mouthed to the

turn of the weather, our elements. Everything seems beyond me, my life which is

only my life, somehow beyond me and out of control. I could give myself a

hundred reasons why I made the wrong decision in marrying Claire, the signs I

had seen and disregarded, and which I should have known would cause problems

between us. It was the first flush of love, that phase when you’re mostly interested

in the fact that you could be in love, and the fact of someone else’s love for you.

That’s part of it I’m sure, and not least the other thing the vanity that under your

influence these perceived weaknesses or problems would be spirited away.

All this I know well enough. It is not so bad from day to day, though it is clearly

bad enough for me to want to turn away from her, the feeling that I have to put my

life right. Even so, it is not apparent how sleeping with Marianne could make

things any better. I do not know what I am doing. As far as I can tell I have no

expectation of living with her again, nor she with me, and there is no reason to
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think that if we did our relationship would be any better than it had been before.

We have sex together and it is exciting, illicit, and binds me in a tangle of lies and

betrayal that I hate, and which I cannot tear through. It could not even bring me

any closer to my children, even when I long to tell them. They have adjusted and

moved on. Perhaps they would be glad to adjust back, if my intention was to return

to her, but since that is not my intention they would only have been hurt again.

They have moved on and it seems I have not. No, that is not it. It is not nostalgia.

I thought it might even have been because it was easy to have an affair with her,

because it is natural for me to see her. With just a little caution I can enjoy this

affair with impunity. Perhaps it is no more than that, the ordinary contemptible

thrill of having an affair, that secret life making your life seem more interesting

than it is.

Because when I drive away from Marianne the guilt creeps over me and I tell

myself that this is going nowhere, could go nowhere and that I am damaging

myself, and I have to stop it. But it makes me feel alive too, like the spatter of the

rain on my forehead, my eyelids, the moments like now that I could frame in time,

like this but more intense and it would overwhelm everything else I have felt.

This is my old home, the place I have left behind, and I understand this makes it

different from a place I had never been. But then I would not dream of coming

back there, even if I had once liked it, because everyone tells you it is impossible

to go back. It is the past I have to let go. Marianne is not like a dream. There are

times, like this, when I feel I am desperately, compulsively embracing my private,

predestined hell.

I shudder and look down, shutting out the town, closing myself down. The time

has slipped by quickly, much to my surprise and I know I should be collecting

Richard. The rain is falling harder too. I need to find shelter as best I can through

doorways and beneath overhangs on my way back to the river. The rain keeps my

head down and I continue to shiver as I walk.

Richard seems subdued. The competition has not gone well. He greets me with

a monosyllable and sits next to me in silence. I try to open him up, talking about

sport and then about the town and my childhood. He makes polite noises and after

a while I give up, concentrating on the drive and going fast to get us home quickly.

Richard is often sullen like this, these days, and I worry about what could be going

on in his head, whether he is blaming me or his mother, so sensing that something



132

more is going on, and I comfort myself with the thought that it is, almost certainly,

no more than normal teenage anxiety. When you’re feeling guilty it’s easy to

believe that others are thinking about you, attaching blame. It is more likely that

Richard is thinking only of the moves he made on the way to his defeat in the contest.

I stop the car outside Marianne’s house, step onto the pavement and look at the

dull frontage. For many years the business of returning or collecting the children

has been fraught with my fear of Marianne’s reaction, hoping at best for a cold

terseness. But now I feel a different tension, an excitement I have to repress. She

is in the doorway and smiling, first at Richard but she catches my eye and holds it

for a moment, drawing me towards her. She has stepped backwards to let Richard

through and he grunts something when she asks him how it went. I have come up

close behind him, wondering how I am going to tell her that we have to stop the

affair, whether this is the moment, and that I have to return to my life and marriage.

She steps forward from the shadows once more, Richard hurrying upstairs behind

her to his bedroom.

“Are you going to come in?”

I stammer

“I’m not sure … I was .. “

“Come on, just for a minute.”

She takes my hand and pulls me into the hall, and then through to the kitchen. I

resist for about a second, just enough to feel the tug on my arm, and then follow

her. As I step into the kitchen she reaches behind me to shut the door and then

pushes me against it, pushing me with her body as her hands go behind me head

and she begins to kiss me forcefully, desperately. I am kissing her in return, my

hands sliding over her body, that sweet curve where her hips turned into her

buttocks, and her fingers pull through the hair at the back of my neck, pulling my

mouth onto hers pressing hard with her lips and tongue until she breaks off

gasping to breathe. My mind is floating, flailing in the close air. I say

“The kids … Grace ..” and Marianne bobs her head.

“We can’t,” she says not looking at me. “They’re both upstairs, Grace doing her

homework or something. But I just wanted to hold you.”

She looks back up at me, and nods, and then squeezes herself against me again.

I think Marianne believes the things she tells me, about what she is doing, how

simple it all is, how pleasant to defy the expectations of other people or the norms
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by which they live. She has given herself a story of rebellion and adventure, and

pleases herself with it. I have accepted this story, believing that she knows what she

is doing, but I realise this afternoon it may not be so simple or controlled. I think

there may still be a chasm in the heart of her life that she is desperate to fill without

ever knowing it is there. I think that is why she turned first to those other lovers,

why she is so desperate, hoping that the emptiness would go away. It occurs to me

then that perhaps she has sought me out as a last resort, because even if I did not

cause the original rupture, I have at least forced it open. I know there is no reason

why she should put this faith in me, because I have already proved a failure. That

doesn’t mean there cannot be some logic to it, connections to be made and perhaps

she feels she has to make them, only by the trial finding out if she might be right.

I cannot be sure. I do not know, but I’m confident it is not some invented gift of

hindsight, that the desperation in her is real, and because I have not seen it before

I am wondering how I should respond. I let her hold me, and hold her for myself,

pressing my fingers over her back and in her hair.

“Do you have to go?” she asks me. “Couldn’t you stay and have supper with us,

with the children? They’d like it.”

I shake my head.

“There’s a private view at the Metropole, I promised Claire I’d meet her there.

She’s expecting me.”

Her hold on me relaxes a little.

“That’s okay,” she says. “You must do as you planned.”

“I’m sorry.” I want to reassure her. “It would have been nice.”

She has pulled herself up now.

“It’s fine. I’ll be fine.”

If those had been her last words to me, and they could easily have been her last

words to me, how bitterly ironic they would have seemed and a further weight I

would carry for the rest of my life. It would have been a cheap irony though,

another co-incidence mocking me with the semblance of significance. But then she

squeezes my hand and goes on,

“You’d better say goodbye to the children.”

I nod, letting her hand go, backing out into the hall. Grace seems pleased to see

me when I go up into her room, and Richard is engrossed in a computer game. I
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kiss them as usual before returning downstairs, and kiss Marianne quickly as she

waits in the hall for me to move on.

“Have a good evening.”

Sure.
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Even as she climbed the steps to the Metropole Claire was feeling uneasy. She was

according to her own schedule running late, though she knew no one else was

aware of this schedule or would think the worse of her for her unsuspected bad

timing. Still she did not like to get things wrong, or feel that she was out of control.

More than this she was bound to be nervous because Stella was going to be there

and Claire feared her misbehaviour. Stella had recently signed up to become a

Friend of the Metropole Gallery (as were Claire and Robert), so she could now

come along freely to private views and the other gallery events. Claire knew full

well how much her mother despised the aims of the gallery, and feared she had

some mischief in mind.

Not that it would be anything too overt, too dramatic. Stella was not one to draw

the attention of a crowd. She liked to play to a smaller audience, to needle and

please herself. Claire was also worried that the Metropole adventure was designed

mostly to needle her and Robert, her participation a living parody of their support

for an institution Stella believed was as intellectually vapid.

Claire felt no need to apologise. Her mother had no intellectual rigour worth

speaking of, however high her opinion of her own opinions. For her part Claire

liked the gallery and the dream it stood for in Folkestone life. If she had stopped

to look at it is as she climbed the steps she would with her pause have drawn breath

in pleasure at the prospect. It was not a fine building, a huge late Victorian hotel

built in red brick, but it had a brash magnificence in its clustered bulk and

agglomeration of balconies and windows beneath its central high dome, posed

above the grand entrance through which she now walked. The hotel had died

slowly with the demise of Folkestone’s fashionable status after the second world

war, its suites and bedrooms now mostly converted to fragrant flats for genteel old

people. On one side of the raised ground floor there was a gym, but to the left in

the old Palm Court some visionaries in the 1960s had seen the potential for a

dynamic art space, the light flooding in through great floor to ceiling windows over

its partly-panelled walls, its pillars and ornately moulded cornices. It had been

refurbished again recently, but retained the same balance of the old and the

sophisticated. It was a good thing, Claire told herself, and indisputably so, its décor

Shame
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not neutral but somehow gracing the art on show. She was only irritated that her

mother’s presence forced her to justify these things to herself.

Not that she had any idea what the show would be like. The description was not

promising, claiming that the exhibition was about the ephemeral nature of pleasure.

It was called “Washed up on the beach”, and was the result of six months spent

recording snippets from tourists in Kent’s fading seaside resorts, mixing video,

found objects and more traditional media. Claire could try to keep an open mind

about the way the show would look, but she could imagine only too well what her

mother would make of it. She would find herself justifying what was likely to be

another piece of tired and shallow conceptual art, just because Stella did not like

it.

Then again, Stella might have decided not to come at all. Claire was in no mood

to face her. Robert had been away for much of the day, attending to his youngest

boy. It was part of the life she could not share and she accepted this, perhaps even

gladly, thinking it was a way of keeping Robert’s past shut away in a safe place.

But she had not made anything of the day left to herself, distracted and restless.

He was supposed to meet her here. She wondered for a moment how she would

feel if he did not come. She was sure he would come.

She hesitated by the doors to the Palm Court. She could see through the doors

that there was already a crowd here, unsurprising since was so late and it would

not make it easier to be invisible, to pick her own space. The usual suspects would

be here, the peril and pleasure of any coterie. Claire suddenly felt interested in the

detritus of tourism.

She saw Stella almost immediately. Her mother was standing with Geraldine, a

glass of red wine in one hand, standing by a stack of glued ice cream cartons and

packaging. She knew some of the other faces around but understood her first

priority, and the consequences if she ignored it. She felt she wanted a glass of wine

herself. A counter was set up by the door, a young girl behind it, looking distracted

and away from the glasses and bottles on her counter. Still she managed to notice

Claire and handed her glass of white wine when asked, then went back to looking

distracted. Stella bowed slightly as Claire approached them.

“My dear! How excellent to see you here!”

Claire dutifully kissed her offered cheek. Geraldine smiled her greeting. It

seemed that being with Stella always squashed her own theatrical mannerisms.
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“I was just telling young Geraldine here, how simple unacceptable it is, that one is

expected to socialise these days without a cigarette, how impossible and I suppose

it’s what we call progress.”

“Perhaps they’re worried about the fire risk,” ventured Geraldine.

Stella turned her head sideways and released a withering glance at the pile of

cartons.

“I think a bonfire would be very appropriate. Have you had a chance to look at the

artworks my dear?”

“I’ve just walked in mother.”

“Oh but you must! You absolutely must! It’s so calculated, so witty. So… so…

what is the word? I know! Shite! That’s it!”

“It must be very gratifying to have your prejudices so confirmed.”

Stella grinned at her acidly.

“Oh believe me it is.”

“I think it’s supposed to be provocative, but I’d probably go along with the shite

verdict,” said Geraldine.

“It’s just modern arse, isn’t it?” Stella went on. “You don’t have to worry about

craft and skill and insight or anything irritatingly demanding like that. You just

have to take the first idea that comes into your head and put it on a little altar, then

demand that people bow down in reverence before it.”

“There are some paintings over by the window.” Claire had noticed them as she

came in.

“They are not paintings. They are collages. At least that is what the artist and her

gallery are calling them. To the untrained eye they may appear like so much

collected garbage, literally, but I’m clearly missing the point.”

“So why did you come here mother?”

“Oh, it’s good for a laugh isn’t it? Always good to challenge the mind with the life

and soul of the arty farty. It only takes about ten seconds. Talking of which, where

is your aesthetic husband?”

“He was out in Maidstone with his son. He’ll be along in due course.”

Stella was sure he would. The conversation went around in circles for a while

longer, Stella goading Claire’s apparent taste for the misconceptual, Claire quietly

but determinedly resisting her.

“There is good work, and there is bad work,” she said. Stella curled her lip.
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“So how do you start to tell the difference?”

As if on cue, Robert appeared beside them. He was flustered again, as if he had

been rushing. So often he seemed to be trying to fit too much into his days. He

had a glass in his hand, but looked across the three of them and said quickly

“Sorry I’m late, hello everyone, can I get anyone another drink?”

“I think I’m alright for the moment,” Stella said. “And how was Maidstone in the

rain? No, don’t answer that. Explain to me the interesting claim your wife has just

made, that it’s possible to tell the good from the bad when contemplating this sort

of bilge?”

She gestured around her.

“Where do you start?”

Robert drew breath. He usually tried to be resolutely cheerful when faced with

Stella, whatever mood she was in.

“I don’t know. From what you’ve just said, you know yourself it’s too big a

question. I mean, where would you really like me to start?”

Stella looked back at him.

“You’re just trying to evade the question. If this is your kind of thing, tell me what

I should like about it.”

Robert pushed his hand through his hair.

“I don’t know if this is my kind of thing. I’ve not had a chance to look at it, no

more than a glance and I’m not sure…” It was like he was trying to think what he

should say. It was like he wanted to be polite but not to give in to her.

“I think, first you have to ask yourself what it is you value in more traditional art,

what might make you think you preferred, I don’t know, perhaps Caravaggio to

Goya.”

“It starts with the craft, does it not?” Stella was speaking very precisely, which

made her seem very sure of herself. “I admire things I know I couldn’t do, the skill

of the portraiture, the way the touch of the paint has been managed to create the

illusion of reality.”

“It’s only a starting point,” Robert said. “I’m not an expert on these things. It

touches my work I know and it’s always interested me, and I like plenty of more

traditional painting, but you have to be open to new things don’t you? Getting

something that looks lifelike is only one of the ways in which a painting could affect

us.”
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“My dear boy,” she interrupted him. “In case you haven’t noticed, this is not

painting. This is just an idea and then a collection of bric-a-brac.”

“I don’t think,” Robert paused again and drew breath. Geraldine was looking on

amused and took a sip from her wine. “I don’t think that the materials matter too

much. You still have the same tools to make the composition. You’ve got colour

and shape still, and looking around here ...” He waved his arm around “you’ve got

things, objects that immediately have other associations. It makes all the difference

in the world just removing something from its ordinary context. It’s not enough of

course, just framing it in a different space, but what matters I think is that you

should be affected by it, that it should show you something you haven’t seen before,

or throw a fresh light on your experience, or generally add to your life. I agree it

can be harder talking about these things when you’re looking at abstractions, but

in the end, it’s like any form of criticism, you have to be able to understand your

reactions and give reasons for them, and there may be good or bad reasons.”

“I see,” Stella replied evenly. “I’m glad that’s clear to me now.”

“That doesn’t mean this is a good exhibition,” said Claire.

“I’d be the first to agree,” Robert continued, “that a lot of work you see these days

and particularly the stuff called conceptual art is pretty superficial, or simply dull.

If you’re going to call attention to something out of its context you had better make

sure it repays that attention.”

“Well, perhaps we agree.” That sounded dangerous. Claire feared what she might

say next. She interrupted them

“We won’t know till we look around. Come on Robert, I haven’t been round the

show yet either.”

“Yes, you have a good look,” said Stella. “Then you can come back and tell me

how your attention has been repaid.”

If that was the best she could do maybe she was finding herself out of her depth.

Claire took Robert’s arm, intending to lead him away. He stiffened a little when

she touched him, as if he was surprised and then he took control of himself again,

forcing himself to relax. She hooked her arm through his and began to walk

through the framed pieces by the windows.

“You mother’s on good form,” he said.

“What did you expect?”

“True, but I’m not sure I have the energy for much more of her.”
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“You gave as good as you got.”

“I only told her what I thought. I didn’t think I was rude to her, was I?”

Claire sighed.

“No, you weren’t rude. She just has a way of making you, me, anyone feel like our

simple existence is an affront to her finer feelings.”

They had paused in front of one of the pictures, and Robert had let her arm drop.

In the centre of the frame was a jumbled assembly of cut-up postcards, reminding

Claire of David Hockney’s Polaroid collages, but where Hockney had made a

fractured image here was patterned incoherence. Claire supposed that this was the

point.

“It’s all an act of course,” said Robert. She looked at him for a moment. He

seemed tired. She wondered if she should ask him about his afternoon, but decided

not to. She did not want to pretend she was interested in how his son Richard had

been, or how well he had done. She would not have minded knowing but there was

this space between them, the space she wanted to respect, their different lives. She

said

“It’s studied, but I don’t know if it’s an act. It’s not like she’s seeming one way on

the outside and thinking a whole load of different things on the inside. I think she

says what she believes.”

Robert let out his breath, controlling it.

“You’re probably right, which just makes me glad I don’t have to live inside her

head. It must be an awful, bitter place to be.”

Claire was wondering about this notion of living inside your head, when some

hand clapping rose about the general noise and flattened the chatter of the room.

She and Robert turned from the picture to see the gallery director, David Temple,

taking a place in the middle of the floor, clapping his hands to silence the room.

He was a tall thin man, a little younger than Robert, his hair receding from his high

forehead, back from his long nose. He turned his face around the crowd.

“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you, thank you. I just wanted to say a few words of

appreciation for the people who have put together, this fantastic show.”

There were whoops and some different bursts of clapping from around the room.

He quietened them again and went on, his words of appreciation. It was a

significant show, he suggested, the work of a nationally renowned artist but rooted

in this coastal location, commissioned with the generous support of South Eastern
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Arts, and so it went on in predictable vein. Claire sniffed the presence of England’s

art world cliques, that small world whose people spoke in a strange jargon, where

art was made rather than painted or sculpted. It was easy to feel excluded and

superior, but then she did not want to end up sounding like her mother, philistine

and defensive as if this self-congratulating other world of limited artists somehow

threatened her security, or maybe just her sense that she understood her world.

Perhaps in Robert’s eyes this was a good thing in itself, part of the role of the artist

to challenge and unsettle, but she thought this was a paltry achievement if it went

no further. If it was only negative in its effect then it was no better than Stella’s

petty bourgeois smugness.

Every clique had its jargon, even or especially teachers. It could be a useful

shorthand, or a way of signalling quickly that you belonged. She would use it

herself at work but had come to recognise that she had no real need to belong to

any sect, or clique. She wondered if this was what made her feel different, and

what made other people cautious of her. She had a self-sufficiency in her carefully

controlled small world. She supported the Metropole because she liked art and

wished the trustees well in their ambition to revitalise Folkestone through cultural

activity, to bring a new and different life to the town. She was not indifferent to

things she thought would make her life (and other lives) better. Still it mattered to

her that she should not get too involved. She had more pressing things to attend

to.

They were clapping as the speech ended. She looked at Robert clapping with the

rest of them, but without any enthusiasm, wondering what he was thinking, what

was happening in the world inside his head. His face gave nothing away. He could

have been thinking about art, or just that he was getting hungry. She wondered if

after many more years of marriage it would be easier to know, or whether he would

be able to read her better. If he could would she be afraid of him? It was difficult.

He had turned to her with a weak smile, gesturing with his hand to suggest they

could move to the next area when another voice was raised, a woman’s this time,

angry and piercing. Like everyone else Claire turned to look and her heart sank.

Suzy was standing in the middle of the floor, a space clear around her, a few feet

away from David Temple. She was glamorously dressed, in a short leather skirt

and dark boots, a close-fitting top trimmed with lace sleeves, all calculated to show

how she had retained much of her teenage figure (except that she was no longer a
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girl and the bulges showed). She was also clearly drunk. Even without hearing her

you could see it in the way she stood, her legs planted too deliberately apart, as if

she would hold herself rock steady against the motion of the earth, and it was not

working for though her legs remained still she swayed. Her face was flushed and

lined with fury, her arms jerking as she spoke with an empty wine glass in one hand,

catching a glint from a spotlight as she waved it at Temple. He looked back at her,

his face fixed and distressed, a few feet away from her and he kept that distance.

“You’re a bastard,” she was shouting, loud and slurred. “How you dare talk about

progress, about how well everything’s going! You knew I wanted that job! You all

but promised it to me. You knew how much difference it would have made to me.

It would have opened up everything. It was the perfect job for me and I was perfect

for it too. It would have changed my life, you bastard!”

Temple began to shake his head, wanting to speak. Claire knew vaguely that Suzy

had decided she must start to work, that her most recent divorce had left her with

a need to earn some money. There was a job available in Temple’s office and it

seemed she had decided it was right for her. Claire knew she had no real

experience of anything much. Temple it seemed had agreed and turned her down.

“You bastard! You stand here like you think you’re so clever, you’re the king in

your little kingdom aren’t you? But I know about you.” The wine glass had sagged

to her side and she was waving a finger on her other hand at him. “I know all about

you, just remember that. Just remember what I could do.”

Geraldine had slipped through the crowd and now crossed the open space

towards her, looking to take her by the arm. Claire could see her mouth moving,

saying something like “come on Suzy,” and she wondered for a moment whether

she should go out there and help. She remembered too that Suzy had hinted in the

past at an affair with Temple, but given her usual confusion of fact and fantasy it

was unlikely to be true. It wouldn’t stop her rage now. She would have convinced

herself that the fantasy was true, beyond a shadow of doubt. Claire did not want

to be seen to be part of this embarrassment, but then everyone knew Suzy was

supposed to be her friend. Geraldine was doing the right thing. Claire could not

move. Suzy shrugged Geraldine’s hand away angrily, and then began to cry. The

tension went out of her then, and she sagged. Geraldine hung back, still cautious

from her rebuff. Temple was nodding his embarrassed apologies at the people all

around them, and now he stepped forward and put his arm around Suzy’s
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shoulder. She did not resist him and he led her quickly from the room. When the

door closed behind them the gallery came back into motion, the air immediately

filled with the incomprehensible noise of the crowd’s many conversations. Claire

glanced at Robert and then walked across the floor towards Geraldine, who rolled

her eyes as Claire approached.

“What was that about?”

“Now I definitely want a cigarette,” said Geraldine, and then she waved her empty

hands aimlessly around. “You know how it is with Suzy. She was moaning about

him earlier as if he owed her something. I suppose I should have seen it coming.”

Stella had seen them talking, was coming towards them.

“But why she has to make such an exhibition of herself …” Claire said. Stella had

arrived.

“As exhibitions go I’d say it was rather more entertaining than this pile of … dreck.

Still, interesting development I thought. Do you suppose she’s been making herself

a handmaiden of the Temple?”

“I doubt it,” said Geraldine. “In her head Suzy’s been to bed with just about every

man in this room, but that doesn’t mean it’s true.”

Stella gave her a thin and knowing smile.

“I’d like to think it was. Why, then even Robert would have to confess.”

“Confess to what?”

Robert had come up beside them. Stella must have noticed him coming. She had

wanted him to hear her.

“Robert would never touch Suzy,” Claire said quickly to her mother, and Robert

looked at her, a strange expression on his face. It might have been incomprehen-

sion, or surprise. He asked

“What are you talking about?”

“We were just saying that Suzy has fantasies about just about every man she

knows,” Geraldine explained, “and Stella was making a joke of this by wondering

where it left you, and Claire was defending you.”

He relaxed a little, but he seemed distant. He looked across to the doors where

Suzy and Temple had left the room. He shook his head.

“She’s always been trouble,” he said quietly. “You’d never know what she’d do

next. I wouldn’t ever dream of getting involved with her, wouldn’t touch her with

the proverbial bargepole.”
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His face was still turned towards the doors. Claire looked at him standing against

the light from the big windows, the light outside now fading fast, the white

spotlights in the room making the tight skin over his nose and cheeks shine. She

wondered when he would look at her again.
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Think about the details, the things you notice. I realise immediately something is

wrong, and that makes everything feel wrong. As I approach my office in the

morning the door swings open at the touch of my key. I must have been so

distracted the night before that I failed to make sure the door was closed. Anyone

could have got in. I panic for a moment as I step into the hall, but this panic slips

from me quickly, my concern elsewhere. I look around the place. Nothing seems

any different from the way I left it: the paper I had been scribbling on and then

screwed up, which I’d left on the desk because the bin was not in its place, the

bottle of fine burgundy of top of the filing cabinet, which I had been meaning to

take along to her. If a thief had come in he would surely have taken the wine, even

if he had not realised how good it was. All the computers are in place. Sometimes

you get away with things.

Think again, go back, leaving the flat in the morning I hardly talked to Claire.

This is not unusual, and I’m glad of it as I walk away. Her thoughts seemed

somewhere else. The night before when I came in was different, but then the night

before had taken me to a place I could not have imagined.

I’m beginning to feel that I really am living through a story, something that needs

to be told. A story, that’s what the police want, though I suspect their desire to

secure easy convictions enough to make me hold my tongue.

When you have an affair, if you do not want to be discovered you must keep

things irregular. Or if a routine creeps in you had better have a convincing

explanation for it. I had not thought much about these things until my affair with

Marianne forced me to replan my life around them. Marianne had her own

routines. Once a week, most weeks, she would send our children to her mother for

the night. It was not always the same night, because that would have been too

boring too inflexible, too boring for her. This arrangement suited everyone. For

Marianne it was a night off, a chance to do whatever she wanted to do, even if that

meant no more than flopping in front of the television. She could have sent the

children to me and Claire, but her mother loved having them. She felt she was

helping Marianne but more important could pretend to be a young mother herself

Late
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again, fussing around Richard and Grace who would always say they liked it too.

She spoilt them of course.

I spent one of these evenings with Marianne the week before. It was a Tuesday

evening. I told Claire once again that I was working late. There was nothing

surprising about this. She did not question me. I left the office at about seven.

There was no one else about at that time, which made it easy for me. I was not sure

what to expect. Marianne cooked for us. She was always a fine cook, the way she

put things together and sitting in the kitchen watching her cook, sitting with her

at the table as we ate together, all this had a familiarity that felt like coming home.

But it was not my home. When we had finished eating we made love, twice, and

when I had caught my breath I went back to my real home. Marianne remarked

that we should do this again some time. I said, I think I said it would be lovely. As

I drove home, approaching the flat, I told myself yet again that I had to put an end

to the affair. I think this was my way of coping with the guilt when I faced Claire.

If I was telling myself that it was the last time, that I really was going to end it, it

was easier to pretend to Claire that it had never started.

At the end of the weekend, after the embarrassment of Suzy in the Metropole,

Marianne sent me a text message saying she would be at home alone on Wednes-

day and I should join her if I could. When I called her about this I tried to hide my

hesitation but she picked it up anyway. I covered for my lie, my doubt, telling her

my worry about slipping into a dubious pattern. She laughed and said she

understood, which only excited me again. I told her I thought it would be fine but

she should call me at the office where I would be working anyway. Then we would

both be confident of the opportunity. I think I was trying to tell myself I had a

choice, and that I could choose to be a good man. I was fooling myself. If she had

only called me that night I would not have hesitated. I know that. I was becoming

careless of the consequences, becoming careless because the consequences

seemed to matter less.

I have plenty of reason to stay in the office. The practice has a large project

looming, connected to the renovation of the old part of the town. We are still in

the early days of planning and negotiation, and since the work at this stage cannot

be simply charged as fees I like to do as much of it myself as possible, in my own

time. I employ another architect in the practice, and have an assistant, Janice, who

manages the administration. Both work strict office hours and mostly that suits me
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too. I like to have time to think in the evening, when there is no one else about,

especially after the cleaners have gone.

That evening after work I was mostly trying to tell myself that I would be happy

if she did not call. It did not stop me doing what I really wanted to do, preparing

for the exciting and illicit hours ahead by slipping out when the others had gone to

buy my pricey bottle of wine. It seemed a fair recompense for the good food she

would no doubt prepare. With the wine on the filing cabinet I went back to my

computer. When I called Claire to tell her I would be working late it did not feel

like a lie, not much. For all I knew it could have been true. Claire sounded a little

irritated with me. I became self-righteous, telling her how important this work was,

and that much at least was true. It looked like the beginning of a project that might

change my working life forever.

I settled back to my screen, telling myself that she was unlikely to call before

seven, and probably not till seven thirty, giving me time to sort out my guilt or

whatever else she thought was going through my mind. In any case she had never

been good at keeping track of time. Strangely like my mother she had always tried

to fit too much into her day, seemingly incapable of relating a task to the hours she

had in front of her, the other things she had to do. When we were married this trait

had always irritated me, often infuriated me. It could irritate me still but the feeling

usually evaporated when I saw her. I do not think I have changed, becoming

somehow more tolerant. Perhaps it is only that I have changed my expectations,

the irritations I am prepared to put up with, for the sake of being with her. I could

even think it was part of her charm.

I tried to concentrate on the screen, the work I had to do. I was in a good mood,

a little excited, my qualms about the evening already forgotten now I had spoken

to Claire. It was as though having accepted my excuses she had given me her

blessing. I know it was absurd, pathetic, but it was a way of not thinking about the

reality of my adultery, my faithlessness.

My good mood lasted for about an hour. All this time I was expecting the phone

to ring, letting me switch off the computer and hurry over to her house. My mood

was buoyed by this excitement. For a while longer I was still cheerful, writing

productive notes to accompany the drawings. Then her absence began to nag at

me. I told myself it meant nothing, that she had been sidetracked by some triviality,

and then I began to tell myself that in any case it would be alright if she had decided



148

not to see me tonight, until I began to think she had decided not to see me at all.

There was something to be said for that. It would get me off the hook on which I

had hung my life, distorted. I began to tell myself that this would be a good thing,

imagining our next pained conversation, accepting how quickly our relationship

had fallen apart again. If it was what she wanted then that was fine with me; then

I would not have to feel I had let her down again.

And all the time I was trying to convince myself that whatever happened would be

alright I could feel my good humour slipping away from me and the blackest mood

oozing into its place. The words on the screen were failing me. I could not make

the connections, the ideas I thought I had in mind falling apart. I was imagining

instead Marianne moving around the house, resolved against me, getting on with

her life. I was telling myself that it would be better this way, and that our affair was

a kind of madness, pulling me away from the hard truths I had to face when I first

left Marianne, the settlement I had reached with Claire. If there was a deadness in

my life with Claire it was a deadness in me, a failure to commit to her the time and

the energy she deserved, and which any relationships demanded if they were to

survive. It was easier because I did not have the pain and guilt of ending the affair

myself. I was telling myself that again, I was not going to put her through that

misery again. I was surprised, that was all, surprised that it could end as quickly

as it had begun, but this seemed to be how Marianne liked to do things now. For

my part, I understood, I could never have started an affair I knew I could cheerfully

finish.

I looked around the office, part of the little world I had built for myself. It was in

an old building and needed decorating but you would hardly have noticed for all

the clutter around, my professional certificates, framed drawings and photographs

of completed projects. Marianne offered no release from any of this, but it was at

least a respite, a fantasy of glamour which made my life seem interesting again. I

could not stand the uncertainty. I reached for the phone and dialled her number.

I knew it well enough.

The ringing tone sounded back at me, and then clicked through to the answer-

phone. I had not been expecting this and my surprise then irritation at my surprise

destroyed any chance I might have had of putting together some sensible words to

leave as a message. I stopped my speaking and returned the handset to its base.
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I tried to get back to my work, concentrating on the client requirement and the

dream it offered of a better life in the town. This was a dream worth letting into

the mind, more than the shadowy imagination of the way she would remove her

clothes, or mine, the way she would touch me, the pressure of my tongue and teeth

around her hardened nipple, the press of her stomach and the wrap of her legs

around me, pulling me ever closer to her.

It was hopeless. I was telling myself yet again that all this had to stop, and was

probably already beyond me, over. It was someone else’s fantasy, something that

had never been so important to me anyway, or if it was, only as the expression of

a deeper love which had transformed my life. I could not say this about our feelings,

or passion. I had better things to think about, and a lot of work to do.

Then the phone rang. My mood surged upwards, like a physical kick inside my

chest and I went with it to reach across the desk for the handset. I was so

disconcerted I said immediately

“Hello darling.” There was a pause, and then Claire said

“How did you know it was me?”

I stumbled, and struggled to find my voice again, but then it came, the lie falling

into place with a natural facility.

“I don’t think many other people would be calling here at this time of the evening.”

I imagined in the pause that followed, she was thinking about this. When she

spoke there was an edge in her voice that I did not understand, that did not seem

justified by what she knew.

“I see. So how’s the work coming on? How much longer do you think you’ll be?”

That was a problem for me, hoping still that Marianne would call, that something

might be salvaged from the evening. I looked at the screensaver, just kicked in on

the monitor, the coloured lines winding against each other.

“It’s been fits and starts,” I said truthfully. “I’ll bash on at it for a bit longer, but

my brain is beginning to wilt. I’ll probably leave in half an hour or so. Will you still

be up?”

I had said it, half committed myself. If Marianne called now I would have been

in a quandary. Claire often went to bed before me during the week, but she said

she would wait that long, and then hung up. The click seemed to break the spell of

expectation. I realised that indeed there was no chance of Marianne calling me

now. I had been trying to give up on her, and now it seemed it had just happened.
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I leaned forward and brought my computer back to life. I worked steadily without

thinking too hard, for some reason my train of thought putting itself back together

again. As long as the words came I sat there. The impulse lasted for about forty

minutes, and then I was exhausted. I put my face in my hands and shuddered, a

shiver running through me. A numbness was creeping through my face, but not

my eyes which itched with a new heat. I realised that I wanted to cry, but I told

myself I was not about to cry. I told myself I could not even be sure what all this

meant; she could have been called away to a problem with one of the children, or

anything, and had not had time to contact me. I had only to go home and get on

with the rest of my life. Another convulsion went through me and still I did not give

in to the tears. I lifted my face from my hands and shook my head, closed down

the computer and hurried from the office. I remember switching off the lights, but

it seems I failed to lock the door properly. It might have been important. It was not.

I got away with it once again.

Claire was spread across the sofa when I walked in, the television on with the

news, though she had some papers by her, and I expected she would say the

television had been a sideshow to her work. I could never watch and work at the

same time. They say women can, I know, but I’m not convinced. I thought the

experience must be different, and less intense. How could you ever tell? How

could you compare? It’s not about the hard information that each of you might

absorb. It’s not about knowing the facts of the story; it’s how you’d respond to the

way the story was told. Why this should matter to me, to anyone, that’s part of the

mystery, the way we carry on.

I told her I was not hungry, but poured myself a glass of wine from the bottle she

had open for herself. I could not read her mood, but then I was not so interested

in trying. She seemed detached and remote, and I was too tired to challenge her.

I wanted to be alone with my thoughts, but then I sought distraction in the book I

had been reading. There seemed to be nothing on the television worth watching.

It was the same in the morning, but not so noticeable. Most mornings we were

both so busy getting out that we had little time for anything other than practical

information. In any case I never liked to speak in the first hour or so after I woke.

The details, the wine on the cabinet, a sign of my failed evening. I pick up the

bottle and put it out of sight. Janice would be in soon and though she would have

meant little by it she might decide to tease me about the wine, and I do not think
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I could bear that jokiness. I think I’m still tense with anxiety and doubt about

Marianne. I sit down at my desk and begin to go through the work from the night

before, wondering if she will call me soon. And I have to think beyond the work of

the previous night. I have a site meeting scheduled for a different client later that

morning.

Terry and Janice arrive. There is some banter between them as they take off their

things and settle down to their desks. Janice asks me how long I stayed the night

before. I do not tell her about the unlocked door, thinking it is my problem, my

business. She runs the office like it was her business.

I’m beginning to think about leaving for my meeting when they come. Because

the office is next to the front door I do not keep it locked while one of us is working

there. We expect people to come in. All they have to do was push on the door. The

man puts his head around the edge of it first, the inspector, and he says

“Robert Warren?”

Yes, I reply, in chorus with Janice. The man steps into the room, followed by his

colleague, the woman Sergeant Rowan, though I’m only going to find out her

name afterwards. The man flashes his warrant card, telling me his name, Grant. I

think immediately, it’s like an instinct, that their coming means something has

happened to Marianne. I can only explain this by saying that I had been anxious

about her. Whatever, I just know.

“Can I help you?”

Grant looks at me blankly.

“You are Robert Warren, husband or should I say ex-husband of Mrs Marianne

Davies?”

“You should say.”

“We need to ask you some questions. Is there somewhere private we could go?”

I look around the office, gesture at it.

“Not really. This is it. What’s this about?”

“Then can I suggest you accompany us to the station?”

I have never imagined I would ever hear anyone say this, not to me. How could

you say this, even if you were a policeman? I shake my head.

“I have a client meeting.” I look quickly at my watch. “Very soon. I’ve got to drive

there. I was just getting ready.”

Grant in turn shakes his head.
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“I’m afraid that won’t be possible. You’ll need to cancel your meeting and come

with us.”

“But it’s an important meeting!” I protest. “I can’t just drop everything and come

along with you! Am I under arrest or something?”

Grant remains calm.

“No sir, but this is also important, and I have to tell you that it would be in your

interest to co-operate fully with us at this stage, and that if you are subsequently

charged your non-cooperation could count against you in court. Your colleagues

could cover for you.”

My heart is beating hard. I tell Janice the things I want her to do, trying to pull it

all together in my head. Terry does not know enough about the project to pick it

up. In any case, I tell myself, I tell them, I will be back soon. I tell myself I have

done nothing wrong and that this must be some kind of mistake.

That is an interesting idea: nothing wrong. It is not how I feel. My anxiety increases.

The police station is only a few hundred yards away, a big block built in the 1970s,

an ugly thing. We walk together in silence and they lead me through the foyer to

an interview room, motioning me to sit down at the bare table. It is mostly bare;

there is a tape recorder over on one side by the wall, just like you see on TV.

Grant and Rowan sit together opposite me. Rowan switches on the tape recorder,

gives the details of the meeting. She could have been a pretty woman I think, but

she sits stony faced, intimidating. They would want to increase my unease, I know,

and it is not difficult for them. She makes it worse though. Grant starts.

“Have you seen your ex-wife lately?”

A few days ago.

“And how would you describe your relations with your ex-wife?”

Would I like to describe my sexual relations with her, how I liked to fuck her while

my current wife is looking the other way? So much for an honest answer. I need

to say I have done nothing wrong. They need to know this. I wonder what I could

say. Failing to say enough, that would be a lie as much as anything.

“We get on well enough, all things considered.”

It was not much of a lie. The woman makes a note. How could she read anything

into that?

“And can you tell me where you were last night?”

I begin to feel a wildness, an anger and desperation. I say
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“What is this all about?”

“Just answer the question please.”

“I was working late. I stayed in my office until … about ten, and then I went home.”

“Can anyone else verify that?”

“I was working alone. My wife was at home when I got back so she can confirm

the time … Oh there were some phone calls, from my wife and I called my ex-wife

as it happened. I expect if you check the phone records, that will show the times.”

I falter … “though I suppose it only shows that someone was there… but then my

wife will confirm that she spoke to me there …”

“What did you call your ex-wife about?”

Now I want to shout at them, that this is none of their bloody business. I control

myself. I shrug and say

“Family things. We have three children. But she didn’t answer the phone and I

didn’t leave a message.”

They ask me some more about the children, the time they spend with me or

Marianne, where they might have been last night. Later I think that they must have

known all this, that they must have got it from the cleaner who found her. But it is

enough to rattle me still further. They are playing games with me. Why should it

have mattered where the children were? What had Marianne said to them? What

has she done? I interrupt Grant, saying loudly

“Am I under arrest? Because whatever happens I’m not going to answer any more

of your questions until you tell me what this is about.”

Grant looks at me for what seems a long moment, then he nods at Rowan. Her

face softens.

“You’ll appreciate, we have to establish some basic facts. I have to tell you some

bad news. We were called to your ex-wife’s house earlier this morning by a

neighbour. The cleaner had discovered your wife’s body and was hysterical. I have

to tell you that your wife appears to have been attacked, brutally and I have to tell

you that she was then ... murdered. We believe that she was killed at some point

yesterday evening. We understand that your children were staying overnight with

their grandmother, and will now be at school.”

They are just words. I don’t know how to react, what I can do. It’s like a

numbness at first, a sudden thing that cloaks me, wraps me away from the small

room, those people, their voices coming from a distance to me now. But then it is
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like a crackling in my brain, the tumble of my thoughts, images of the children, and

then of her, somehow lying in the house, and I think of the phone ringing in the

empty house, her body near the phone, or wherever it is, it is the emptiness of the

house with her still in there, and me getting angry, self-righteous and desperate in

my office, wondering where she is. Then I begin to realise what is missing, the

incompleteness of the picture. I begin to talk again. Even my own voice sounds

distant.

“What happened? What do you mean, she was attacked?”

Rowan keeps her voice gentle, quiet. It is hard to hear her.

“We are waiting for the post mortem report, but from the pattern of injuries I have

to tell you we think she was raped, and then strangled. We found her bag

untouched and visible, so we are working on the assumption that the attack was

sexually motivated.”

Grant puts in quickly, his voice controlled but hard and insistent.

“Do you know if she was seeing anyone?”

I shake my head, not meaning that as a reply. It is my bewilderment but then I

realise I will have to say something. I look across at each of them and I can feel

again that desperate ache to break into tears, pushed back and controlled.

“I … I know over the years there have been people, but she didn’t talk about that.

I didn’t want to know the details either. We were trying to get on with our lives. I

suppose, if there had been someone …serious, I would have known, I think … but

there was no one like that.”

And I have that other urge again, to scream at them, it is me, that I am her lover,

and that I love her and she has been taken from me, but I hold myself back and it

is not just the knowledge that this would have increased their suspicions about me.

I am ashamed. I do not want to be found out. If I loved her why did I not go back

to her? It wasn’t love. It was some other game we have been playing and I must

not fool myself. I could not pretend to know what we have been doing, let alone

explain it to these strangers. I want to break down but I hold back the tears, telling

myself again and again that I have done nothing wrong. The beige walls of the

room blank back at me. I am telling myself I have done nothing wrong.
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Claire had been sitting for about twenty minutes in the police station when the

woman, Detective Sergeant Rowan, came from somewhere behind the desk area.

She sat down quickly and her manner had changed completely from the early

afternoon. Perhaps it was because she was out of the shadow of Grant, or perhaps

something else had changed.

“It’s Denise Rowan,” she said strangely. Claire wanted to say, she knew this, but

then the first name was new. Claire could only nod her acceptance of this

informality.

“Did you know … Mrs Davies very well?”

The tone was kind, solicitous, but Claire thought, I’m not stupid. This is still part

of the game. Her guard went up, but she tried not to show it.

“I’m not going to pretend we were friends,” she said. “That’s not very surprising

is it? We’d meet from time to time and were polite, no more.”

Rowan nodded.

“This must be horrible for you all the same,” she said, “and I hope you understand

why we had to be a little … brutal.”

Now Claire was confused. Was this apology part of the game, or was Rowan

trying to step back to a claim on their common humanity? Would that make her a

worse detective? All the same Claire was not interested in her sympathy. She replied

“I don’t really want to be here, that’s very true. I’d rather this was all over.”

Rowan grimaced.

“It will be and it won’t be,” she said. “I don’t think I’m breaking any rules if I tell

you we have no substantial reason to hold your husband, or to believe he had

anything to do with this. He would have no apparent motive and little opportunity

and our initial forensics suggest that it was not him, that someone else did this, and

whoever it was did not take much care to cover his tracks.”

Claire closed her eyes for a moment. Her relief was so extreme, it was like a

sickness in her stomach. When she opened her eyes she asked quickly

“When will you let him go?”

Rowan maintained her patient procedural voice.

Apprehension
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“Strictly speaking he has never been held, but we appreciate his co-operation.

When my … guvnor … Inspector Grant comes back, and that will probably be soon,

we expect to release him, but that won’t be the end of it. That’s what you have to

understand.”

Claire could now understand the grimace, and still she asked “What do you mean?”

“We will catch the man who did this. We will put him away, but we may still need

your husband’s testimony, and even if we do not … This was a terrible crime. He

did things, they don’t bear thinking about. When it comes to a trial the story will

be in the papers. The children will see it. It’s going to be difficult, for all of you.

You’ll all need find, extraordinary strength to get through it.”

Claire looked at her curiously. She had no need to say any of this. She realised

she had probably misjudged her, thinking her cynical, when she was just acting a

role for her job. Now she was trying to be a good woman. How strange this was.

It was the all the stranger because Claire knew she had herself lied to them. Not

that it mattered, not if Robert was innocent. She saw Rowan’s attempt at kindness

and appreciated it, but she did not want to be told what she must do.

“It’s the children who are going to have to be strong,” she said quietly. Rowan

hesitated, thinking about this and then nodded.

“I’ll see what I can do to speed things along.”

They were as hard as anything else, the next minutes while she was waiting not

knowing whether Robert would appear quickly. For the next five minutes she sat

doing nothing, shifting her papers in her hand, trying to think of something else.

The drag of each moment, it was unbearable, and eventually tedious. She began to

look at her work again.

She could not have said what she expected to happen. It might have been, like the

broken prisoners emerging into the light in Fidelio, which was absurd (and their

words “Oh welche Lust” came into the front of her brain, and she struggled to

push them away, the melody). Happen, she happened to look up the moment he

came out into the foyer, much like Rowan emerging from somewhere behind the

desk, and he seemed a little bewildered, though certainly not broken. Grant and

Rowan followed him out. Claire fumbled her papers, trying to grab them neatly,

efficiently as she stood up, which she managed then found herself self-conscious

on her feet with her hands full, full and useless as she faced Robert. He stopped

when he saw her, his bewilderment turning to awkwardness. I want, he struggled
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visibly for his first word, moving his hands as if he would touch her, and his face

was tearful, like a young boy looking for understanding.

“I don’t know what you’ve heard,” he said. “I imagine they are letting me go

because they know I had nothing to do with it, that this is nothing to do with me.”

She had re-arranged her papers by now, getting them into her bag and leaving a

hand free. She put it on his arm.

“I know that. It’s time to get away from here. It’s all going to be alright. We can

make everything alright again, but right now the children are waiting. You need to

be with your children.”

The children. She thought she could see the words running over his face. Then

she looked at Grant and Rowan, who nodded at her. Grant said

“We ask that you should not leave without letting us know …” The words went

into drone, the practical things. She heard them, acknowledged them, but it was

all irrelevant now. She had to move them on. She had to move them away from all

this. Robert was beside her. She could touch him again. She tried to smile some

reassurance at him. She could understand that he would not know what to say to

her. She would help him over that again, to the point where he was comfortable

with her silence.
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There. This is no cell; not even that much melodrama, a place to feel my humanity

has been stripped away. These are slab beige walls, grey like, but the intention is

supposed to be different. This is an interview room, a place where you are

supposed to ask or answer questions, to probe behind the first stories people give

you, going deeper, probing rather than destroying humanity, understanding what

makes people tick, or steal or kill. I think, that is worse, something mechanical

rather than humane, working to an end that they would call a result.

No such satisfaction, not the thing I’d give them. And they have given me nothing

to fill the time, while they are out and about proving I’ve been telling the truth all

along, I know that. It forces me to wonder, what would have happened if they had

found me out. What would they have done if they discovered my relationship with

Marianne was more complex than I have told them? A little lie, a big lie. It would

have given them a new line of enquiry, but I could have told them all along it

changed nothing, could have saved them further trouble if only they had believed

me. But if I have lied before, why should they believe me now? There could be

more trouble ahead. Then I tell myself, how could they find out about us unless I

tell them myself? It has been our secret, me and Marianne. We have kept it from

everyone, even our children. Nothing. It is all part of their game, leaving me here,

leaving me to do something stupid. They won’t succeed. It is none of their business.

It is between me and Marianne, and Marianne is dead.

She is dead. Small words, a little phrase, its meaning clear, and senseless. I think,

I should be in some kind of grief, but it only hovers over me. I am telling myself

that I was not in love with her, that it was something else, some madness, and that

madness or not I am entitled to mourn her. I feel I have been inviting some disaster

and though this is not like anything I had imagined it is no more than I deserve. I

do not want to cry for her, do not want to admit I might have had dreams invested

in her, because it would not be true, and still it seems impossible that she could

have been so simply obliterated. I feel a momentary surge of rage, a desperation to

find the monster who has done this. If I could just put my hands on him, my

revenge would be, awful like I had never imagined for what he has done to her,

Tension
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done to me. It is unforgivable. And in my silent rage I look around and see the

beige walls again. I feel that my power over the future has shrivelled to this space.

I want to understand what it is that has brought me here, what I have done to

deserve this. I’m thinking they will find forensic traces of me all over the house,

and perhaps more telling signs of my real relationship with Marianne; I have no

idea how far their forensic techniques will take them back. There would be some

cause and effect, and still it would explain nothing. Marianne’s killing, it just seems

that it has to be a random thing, as meaningless as a car crash. There are people

for sure who put themselves in a place where such violence is likely to happen, to

follow from the things they have done. All of that, those odd people, they can have

nothing to do with our quiet provincial life, our common adultery.

Then again it might not be such a small thing, this betrayal of trust. We like to

think there are degrees of evil, but perhaps there’s just a darkness in us, a

corruption and perhaps there is a ruthless divine justice which will make itself felt

from time to time, and it has caught me now, this cruel killing no more than I

deserve, regardless of what Marianne deserved. There are plenty of men who

believe this.

But this is the place of human justice, Inspector Grant and Rowan its agents; not

blind justice, but fumbling in the dark. I think I must have done something to

deserve this. They will find me out through that darkness. We could be here all

night, the long night.

I am sitting at the table, quiet, silent in fact. When I look at my watch I see that

it has stopped, just one of those things, the battery run down and no more than a

co-incidence. It signifies precisely nothing, precisely useless. It is only to make

matters worse this worsening of my time, and there is no clock in the room. It does

not help. I am beginning to lose track of things. I tell myself that it does not matter,

that the time will pass anyway, that I will be released with time, that it is a matter

of time, these stupid sentences.

But time just goes away from you, and you stay in yourself, where you always

imagined you would be, roughly, wanting things to be different. I put my head on

my arms on the table. Suddenly, I just want to sleep.

The time becomes greyer still, a soup of the air around me. I have lost the sense

of it, a vagueness around me but however much I want to I cannot sleep. Then the

woman, Rowan, comes back into the cell, I mean it is not a cell it is an interview
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room. That’s where she comes to get me. She tells me that my wife is waiting for

me outside and that I should go home now, be with my children. This is kind of

her. They might have thought of that before. Dear God, what must have been

going through their minds, my little ones? It should have been for me, my role, to

tell my children that their mother is dead. No, that’s wrong. It is not that she is

dead. She has been killed, murdered, the terrible thing. It is nothing to do with me.

Of course they would know that. I am just being held for questions. And I could

tell them, perhaps I should have told them, maybe I loved her after all.

No that isn’t right. It was never about love. It could not be that way. In any case

it was too late. They already knew what they knew. While I’ve been banged up here

answering questions not their questions the important ones, but letting the police

verify the half truths I told them in good faith. She says it’s alright that I should

come with her now. Her voice seems very far away and I feel like I am in some

hospital, damaged, every step away from the table a risk. I begin to tell myself I

have to wake up, that I have important work ahead of me. This sets me thinking

about the people in the office. What will be going through their minds now? They

have plenty to be getting on with. They know what to do. Me, I want to fall over

on the ground right here, to curl up, to give up.

My wife. They say my wife is waiting for me. Claire, she is the last person, last

person I want to see. Could not face her. She is a different accusation, something

I have put beyond ordinary recognition, in a place where it might not trouble me

from day to day. But that is a way of coping every day, and this does not feel like

any day. Claire might be irritated that I could let this suspicion even fall on me, as

if there was something I could have done about it. And, yes, she will be concerned

too. She cares about me. That makes it worse. The irritation is easy to ignore, but

her solicitude scares me, accuses me. I do not know how to respond to it and I

want to stay away from her. And all the time I’m thinking, just there at the back of

my mind, that Marianne’s death has freed me to go back to her, without conse-

quences, and even this seems wrong. It is enough to make me want to tell her what

I have been doing, what I am.

I have always wanted to be a good man. I don’t know how it came to this. Is this

what religion’s really about, the evil in us, the long story that’s prepared to account

for the ills or even the good things we do?
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There is no time now. Rowan holds open the door for me and I nod to her in

thanks, and walk past. It is darker in the corridor, the walls closer, but already I’m

feeling the relief of release, and surer of my footsteps. Rowan is saying something

about the next few days but I’m hardly listening. We come out of the corridor to

the reception area, the front desk. Beyond the desk I see Claire standing waiting

for me, and I feel her eyes go over me, looking for clues. Perhaps I should reach

for her, kiss her, but it seems, a moment of hypocrisy and too much for that

moment. I feel a shrivelling inside me, an urge to turn away from her, but I fight

it away and try to smile. I want to cry but I am not going to let that show.

“I don’t know what you’ve heard,” I begin to mumble. I have to try to explain. For

all I know she might be thinking I could have done it, have done it and she is only

standing by me because that is what you do. Claire could be stubborn, part of her,

particularly if her sense of propriety is at stake. But it is nonsense too, I know.

These are just stories running through my head.

She tells me you do not have to explain, and that the children are waiting, and

that we must be away from here, for the children and I only wish I am away from

here too, just sitting with my children and holding them, just sitting in silence and

knowing their suffering all of us together. But I cannot be, there. Claire is smiling

at me, and she takes my arm as if I am a sick man, who needs support. I let her

lead me. Perhaps she is right. Perhaps I am still not so steady on my feet.

She does not try to push me into conversation. There are times I think when

Claire shows how well she understands me. I’m thinking, if this is true and it is

true, why could I not have been content with her in the first place? The thought of

going back to her as if nothing had happened sickens me. I would rather be by

myself. I would rather walk into the sea. But we walk together, quickly and in

silence, back towards the car parked outside the flat. The silence continues. Claire

is driving. I would normally drive but we do not discuss this. I am indeed like a

sick man. I let my head lean against the hard cold of the side window. I am

wondering what I’ll be thinking next. This is like thinking nothing, and it’s mad.

It is a short drive to the house, Elizabeth’s house. Claire looks at me. I feel this

without seeing her, and it makes me turn my head to see her. I am trying to address

this world, to come back to it properly. She says,

“Do you want to go in first? Do you think that would be the best thing?”
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I nod. She is right again, and I get myself quickly out of the car. I feel steadier

now and the movement helps me. I have been sitting still all day. I should be full

of energy. I have to find that energy again and concentrate. Surrounded by ivy the

front door of the house is opening, and I see Elizabeth waiting for me in the hall

light. Even in the poor light I can see that her face is drawn, worn out. I imagine

she has been crying. I have often thought, there could be little worse than losing a

child. It must feel like an overturning of the natural order of things, and as you

grow older it must get even worse, the prospect of your children’s finite survival a

small comfort in the face of your own looming extinction. Not that I have ever liked

the woman much, and things have been naturally strained since the separation. I

know she tries to be pleasant, if only for the children’s sake, but you could always

feel the strain in her.

Would it have comforted her, made it easier for her if she knew I had become her

daughter’s lover again? I imagine it might just compound her anger, forcing her

to face our shared flaws. It is irrelevant anyway, since I am not about to tell her.

She would have to cope thinking whatever it was she already thinks about me.

We nod at each other. It seems enough, a start. I know Claire is walking up the

path behind me. Elizabeth says

“We’re all in the living room. We’ve been talking about who she was, remembering

things.”

I nod at her again, feeling tearful again. I ask

“What about Matthew?”

“Grace called him. He’s on his way home.”

I am standing inside the hallway now. Claire has remained in the doorway.

“I think,” she says, “I’ll just leave you all here together. Perhaps Robert you can

call me when you want to come home? I can stay up …”

Elizabeth looks unhappily at her.

“I can always run him back, run the children back. We haven’t decided what we’re

going to do have we, whatever you all want to do.”

“It’s okay,” Claire insists. “I’ll come back.”

Being good decent people, not like me, hiding the truth from them, the police,

everyone, because I have to, being the only one who knows that truth now and even

so, however much I know I have no idea of how she came to be killed, let alone

why, thinking there is probably no reason why, but I cannot be sure, not sure of
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anything. I realise I have known so little of Marianne’s life. Perhaps that’s why I

have drifted away from her. We all want to make sense of our decisions, but here,

the blood of it all, its end in this bitter violence, that is like a nonsense. Perhaps I

should tell Claire to stay, but what she says, that seems right and decent. I’m

thinking, however well they get on the children would not want her here and she

has already realised this. She is being good and I cannot not make it better. I say

okay and she nods back at me, trying to smile again, reassuring, and I turn to go

into the room, to embrace my children, to release my own tears.
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She thought, these would surely be the hardest days of her life. She found a

strength in herself she had not suspected, and would have seen as suspect if

someone had tried to tell her it was there. It was stupid, at a time when people

wanted to collapse, to give in to their misery, there was so much that had to be

sorted out; the children above all, how they were going to be cared for. Elizabeth

offered a temporary shelter, but whatever else he was thinking Robert seemed clear

that the children should come to live with them. She understood this was not

something she could discuss with him, that she would have to accept it or it would

be the end of them. It was not what she had in mind, but perhaps it was not so

unwelcome, and she was not ready to accept the end of her marriage. It was only

likely to be for a few years after all. The children were growing up quickly and

would be soon getting on with their own lives. She would have Robert to herself

again. It was important that she had Robert back and accepting their lives together.

It meant upheaval; there was money involved, the money from Marianne’s house

which they assumed would go to the children, but then she and Robert would need

access to that money if they were to buy a home where they could all live

comfortably. (Claire thought this was no more than reasonable, the family money

coming back to what remained of the family, Robert’s family all along.) The money

was not important in itself, however much they needed it to move forward, but it

was the hassle of sitting down with solicitors, trying to work everything out, and

the uncertainty it brought.

Doing these things had fallen to her, being detached from their grief, and

especially Robert’s complex grief which she could imagine better than he knew (he

was so wrapped up in himself he was unlikely to be thinking about what she knew).

She understood what it was to be attached to someone you did not like.

It was her role to manage things, to help them rearrange their lives in something

like an orderly way. She would bring calm back to their lives. She was surprised to

find how ready she was to take on this role. She recognised it was partly about

recovering her own calm, but it was still a new experience for her, having to take

so many other people with her. Above all there was Robert. He needed her now

Innocence
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like he had never needed her, for all his self-absorption. She liked him this way, up

to a point.

He was not well, and that was not so good, but she thought the malaise would

slip away with time. All the clichés about time’s healing power were true enough.

Three slow days had passed since the murder. Matthew had been and gone, saying

that getting on with his college work was the best thing he could do. He would

come back for the funeral, at whatever point the police decided to release the body.

His absence had made it easy for Richard and Grace to come and stay with them,

occupying their two spare rooms, living out of suitcases until they had sorted

through the contents of Marianne’s house. The police were still in there, looking

for clues, or at least reserving the right to look for more clues. The murder had

unsettled the town. Most people seemed nervous and the police were under

pressure to find the killer quickly. There seemed every chance he would strike

again. Everyone was being careful about opening doors to strangers.

Robert had urged the children to go back to school. He seemed to manage a

brave front for them, but when they were away he let himself go. He had not felt

strong enough to face work himself, and Claire had taken some time off school so

she could watch him, as well as getting on with the practical business of changing

their lives. But she could not watch him all the time. That day an intense dark

mood had seemed to take him over. She could not stop him when he said he

wanted to go out for a walk alone. She had thought of following him, but after all

that had happened the thought made her feel ashamed (though in her own mind

she wanted to reject this shame, telling herself she had done no more than any sane

person would do, seeking evidence before she started making accusations). She

had unleashed some ghosts of her own it seemed or the murder had done this for

her. Whatever, whatever the reasons she had let him go, and now she found herself

alone in the flat, ill at ease like most of the town when the doorbell rang unexpect-

edly. Robert, the children, had their own keys. She checked before she opened the

door, and relaxed with relief. It was the woman, Detective Sergeant Rowan,

Denise Rowan she remembered. Claire opened the door to her.

“Is your husband here?” she asked quickly. Claire told her he was out walking,

and might be some time away. Rowan said

“How is he?” which seemed a strange question to Claire, though it was about to

make more sense. Looking back she understood it better, when she had the facts,
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when the fuller story had been told. Claire said something like, as well as could be

expected, and Rowan smiled nervously to show her sympathy, then said

“We have caught the murderer.”

Claire was surprised by the force of the relief that ran through her, the wave of it.

She thought, it should not have been surprising since they had so much vested in

his capture, the man, whoever he was, whatever had driven him. But the physical

insistence of it, this took her by surprise. She caught her breath and then said

“Come in and sit down.”

Rowan already seemed different with the news now spoken. Claire thought this

was going to be likely, since she was no longer threatening them. Rowan followed

her inside and settled on the edge of an armchair, saying she could not really stay.

Claire faced her.

“Are you sure?”

Rowan nodded.

“You get an instinct,” she went on. “When we pulled in your husband, we had to

do that because we have to look for the obvious, eliminate it, but it did not feel

likely to me. As I say you get a feeling for guilt and your husband wasn’t like that.

He was upset and scared, like anyone would be, but in my job you have to learn

to look past these things.”

Claire was thinking, how old is this woman? She thought she was probably in her

early thirties. She had no rings on her fingers, no jewellery to speak of and Claire

was wondering why she was so intent on proving to a stranger how good she was

at her job. Or maybe this was only her way of showing compassion, protecting

herself all the time with this show of professional competence. Claire wanted to

interrupt her, to tell her to get on with it, but she remained politely silent, letting

the story come out.

“This other guy,” she went on, “now with him I had the opposite feeling, like a

prickle in the skin when we brought him in. You wouldn’t expect us to rely on these

instincts, and I’m just saying that they are interesting, the way they seem to work.

But there seems little room for doubt. He’s confessed and things seem to fit, and

the forensics match up, and besides we have other witness statements …”

Claire’s heart accelerated. She asked

“What did they see?”

Rowan spread out her hands.
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“It’s a bit of a story, a strange one. I should tell you, he does seem to be a lunatic.

That doesn’t mean he can plead insanity. He does not want to plead insanity, he’s

adamant about that, though that might be the clearest sign that he’s mad. I don’t

know about madness, that’s not for me to say, but I do know, he’s one of those

people, when you meet and you come to know you’re in the presence of something

bad, something practically evil.”

Claire’s heart was still thumping, and she was thinking, she had no idea what this

meant. She was thinking of her mother and told herself that it was too easy to

melodramatise the ordinary petty offences, the instinctive selfishness of other

people. She nodded again, encouraging Rowan to go on with the story. She was

getting angry with impatience. Rowan had still not answered her question and

Claire felt she could not push her again.

Later on, at the trial, the nature of the “other witnesses” caught the headline

writers’ imaginations. The week before the murder, the accused man Julian Wray

had boasted on an internet chat room about his intentions. He said he had found

a woman, and would follow her until he had his opportunity, when she was alone,

then he said he would make the bitch suffer, and rape her like no one had ever been

raped, and then choke the life out of her. It would be random, the simple exercise

of his power. He had written all this with a pseudonym, naturally, and his dubious

readers dismissed his claims as yet more fantasy, which was really what the chat

room was about. Only when the news of the murder came out, people began to

make connections. Wray had made no real effort to cover his tracks. It seemed he

was one of those pathetic creatures, for whom being caught was a vital part of his

plan, the way he could find recognition. A neighbour had seen him return home,

spattered with blood. Claire had not thought too much about the details of the

killing, not beyond the bald facts of Marianne’s rape and strangulation. She did

not welcome these new images of blood and torture. It was hard on all of them.

The call to the police from the neighbour in Ashford had started the process. All

the other connections fell quickly into place. Somehow he had lighted on Marianne

and turned his fantasy into a terrible reality. Rowan did not tell her all of this in the

flat, but she said there was no doubt about his guilt.

Claire found herself wondering how she felt. There was a revulsion at the thought

of what he had done. That was natural, as was the relief that a shadow had been

lifted from them. Now there would be some sympathy where before there had been
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lurking doubt and suspicion. She felt for the first time in these days that she could

confidently face down her mother. But more than this she felt a quickening anger,

a desire to hurt this man who had done so much damage to them. And the worst

of it, the horror of it apart, was that it had served her rather well. She hated him

for making her feel this guilt, as well as being outraged by the evil of his actions.

She wanted to crush his testicles, or cut him open, or something. Simple prison

would bring no justice. Then she felt ashamed of this reflex. She began to thank

Rowan, who seemed pleased at the change her words had wrought in her.
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How might it be, to betray everything you ever thought would make you a good

man? How could I do that? Is it true, irremediably so, that I have now failed to be

a good man? Do I have to accept this failure, this evil in me? Is it part of me?

How can we fail to live up to our own expectations, our own standards? How can

we get that wrong? It’s not like ignorance can excuse it, or lack of ability. It’s just

that when you’re there, under the pressure of the moment, nothing seems to

matter so much as the wrong thing you want. Is that so bad? Does it make us bad?

But then it’s not just the moment. It’s what we choose to do afterwards, how we

cover up or compensate, how we compound the betrayal of others’ faith in us, how

we try to bend them to our will, our willed view of things. It’s disgusting. I have

disgusted myself. Nothing more pathetic.

I have got away with so much, our dangerous messy secret. It is my burden now,

only for me to carry it, if I can. Carry on, carry on, the world is beautiful. It doesn’t

care. I am standing by the shore looking out over the marsh, beyond the flat spread

of the water in the bay, a small billow of pink light where the clouds break

immediately over the land, a glow in the slate blue of the clouds, like the shine of

a distant town at night, and underneath the glow, picked out by it, the small

uprights that mark far buildings, a tower and probably some trees lining the distant

edge of the world, a godlike fence, the human things made mysterious by the

distance and the light. Strange, and beautiful, beyond me.

Something deeply human about our longing for the sea, the way the face of it

moves us. It seems I always have to come back here, imagining what I will find in

its matt compelling and deceptively infinite variety. I am sitting on my little knuckle

of rocks pushing out from the beach’s pebbles and running down like a gnarled

finger to the sea, close to the place where we once made love, that electric night,

the beginning of the end for us, except that it was not the end and I don’t really

know what we add, imposing these perspectives on it. I couldn’t have known what

lay ahead. It didn’t affect my feelings then. I could only be led by my feelings

because we have nothing else, however hopeless they may be as a guide. We all

jump to the most obvious conclusions, because we like to feel we know what we

are doing, like to feel we are in control of our lives and can make better decisions

Guilt
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as we know ourselves better, the delusions we give ourselves, the sufficiency of our

dreams, and our necessary estrangement from nearly everything around us. It’s

not a problem. It’s the precondition for survival. We can only cope with our

reasonable reach, not caring about everything, not knowing everything.

I wonder if I’m losing the power of conversation, become so wrapped up in my

solitude, the lines of thought, that I struggle to imagine what others might be

thinking and so find some way of talking to them. It doesn’t matter much though.

I’m not sure I want to tell anyone any more. I could not face Claire any more today,

though I will have to go back to her. She seems ready to let me go for these

moments, and I’m glad to take the opportunity, my place on these rocks. I want to

be calm again, but if I want to be calm I mean really calm I mean an overwhelming

silence well the sea offers that like nothing else.

The smell of it, that salted reek, the claw and drag of it on the pebbles, the grey

and unrelenting mass of it cold and beckoning in the persisting warmth of these

bright and autumn days. I can just imagine the true depth of its cold, going

through you pulling you away from the shrivelling hiss of it here in the shore and

into the rushing silence of it the blissful dark temptation where there are no visions

of Claire or Marianne or anyone just the dark and the icy silence sweeping over

you, the end of the procession of faces the mess I have made of my life.

But I know I cannot let go, not yet. It seems so easy and still so appalling, and I

know I must not let go, cannot let go of the need of the children, stronger than

the pull of that cold and froth the fringe of the water, the damaged lives of the

children, the wreckage I have risked in their lives and maybe wrought there, the

waste. I do not want to compound it further, could not do that, adding wrong to

wrong. It’s just a melodrama this thinking of the sea to make me feel my life has

been interesting, worth ending with a gesture. I can feel the pull of it but it is not

why I have come here.

But then again, nothing has brought me here. I am not some passive victim. I

have lain traps for myself. I have walked into them with open eyes. We did this

together.

No, no that is terrible. That is to suggest Marianne has somehow deserved her

end, and that is nonsense, an appalling thought. No one could deserve that, not

even the man who has done it. We have been wrong, but that’s all.
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I wanted to be a good man. At every step of the way I tried to do what felt right,

but what does that mean, trying to do what feels right? What is it to feel something

rather than know it? Is it just more vulnerably subjective, a process in your head?

You can’t live thinking that way. You can do the stuff in your head, follow your

thoughts but still it’s only in your head, and then you find yourself somewhere

perhaps somewhere you’d thought about but never expected to be, and it’s like

your better judgement suddenly doesn’t seem good enough, pathetic bourgeois

conventional judgement you don’t need to live like that when there are more

important things at stake, things you can only have if you make the move now and

which you’ll regret for sure if you lose them and suddenly you’re in a world of

actions and consequences, of changed expectations making their demands on your

better judgement and so you have to move on.

And somewhere along the line, trying to do the right thing, or at least not the

wrong thing, for all those reasons I contrived to do something that made my world

fall apart.

No, that does not make sense either. I have made a mistake with Claire, seen in

her something that wasn’t there. This seems obvious enough, but I wonder how I

could have made that mistake, whether it was self-delusion or because somehow

my conscious choices do not matter, as if I was forced to make a random choice,

turning whatever circumstances happened to fall in my way into the mechanism of

a conscious choice, pretending I have that much control.

Or maybe it is something completely different. Maybe there was no mistake in

choosing Claire, maybe there is nothing wrong with our relationship. She can be

cold and manipulative, that’s true enough, and there seems little we can really

share, but is this so terrible or even unusual? Have I just been usual, because

maybe it was exactly the danger of an affair with Marianne, its perversity because

I was lustful like anyone and more than that bored? I confess. Bless me father for

I have sinned. Oh I have sinned.

No greater sin than suicide, despair against the Holy Spirit, that’s what they used

to say in school, the death of Judas a signal blasphemy. It would obliterate the sum

of all those other slips, and the value of every bit of good you had ever done, and

if you cared to think of your life at all in these terms then you would not feel the

lure of that cold and soft extinction, the sighing life of it, the restlessness we put

on it and the promise of the peace it would bring the cold swaddling over every
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part of you, pressing, the air gone liquid, flooding into you too that darkness

pouring into every space within you every muscle pushing out the blood the black

water and I am sitting on the rocks the pull of it that human thing you feel, it was

more of a temptation for me now than ever and still no temptation. I am not about

to get over that last barrier, cannot imagine what it would be to lose all sense of

what I have left to do, the people who need me and most of all the impossible

burden it would put on my children, to fall down with that cataract not like the

stillness of these stones, the hard beach.

Still to call it temptation, is still to think in terms of transgression, sin, that’s to

cede the ground before we start, and when I say, I always wanted to be a good man,

these are terms I want to refuse, to say that it means nothing and maybe the sea

would claim me after all with its overwhelming weight of nothingness. It is after all

only a matter of time, my body already failing me. I can’t read without glasses. My

back hurts much of the time. It’s a struggle to bend over and I’m not even old, not

by our new, usual standards.

Then again, what it always is, maybe it would be a cry for help. God knows I want

to cry. The children apart there is fuck all to live for, fuck all that matters to me.

And I’d have to, think, maybe it’s a fantasy of me and the dark the cold, its pain

would be the real thing my pain and nothing defines us makes more aware of our

living tissue than pain even if it could make us long for its end, the oblivion at its

end, if only we could be sure it was oblivion.

Pain, its pressure, or any other sensation. Not far from here I made love to my

wife, I mean my first wife and I can say it was a moment that made me feel alive,

and know the end of my marriage, out of step with the way I had always thought

of my life, the most precious moment with the lightning flashing around us like

something out of a film the framed moment like things that happen to other people

that sweetest moment. I could never say, and it was the pain filling every part of

who I was, those moments, like the stars were exploding around my head with the

grating of the pebbles behind my head and close to my ears, that hard noise and

pressure, and all I was gone with those moments.

But I knew, I have learnt that it’s gravity, not love makes the world go round. It

is real gravity, not some soft metaphor of seriousness. I have spent the last thirty

years skewered and writhing in search of love, in the hope of some kind of

relationship that would make me feel better about who I am, and I am writhing still.



173

Then today I walked down the coastal path to the beach, a brilliant autumn

sunshine flashing off the leaves and I realised that the beauty of the world is not in

other people’s attention to our needs, but in the huge and unutterable indifference

of nature to our passing. In these moments I can think, Marianne was like a force

of nature, like gravity herself, consciousness consumed by sense and that can make

sense to me, more sense than anything I could say about the procession of events

and decisions making up my life.

I don’t know where I’m walking, why I’m walking. I have learned to look at the

world full on, its fabulous breathtaking meaningless beauty and that’s why I need

no reason to be walking because if I want to do it I just can, free from the chatter

the illusions of obligation we give ourselves to make us think other people need us.

Find hope, salvation there, something like that.

I stop walking, stop in the shadow of Sandgate Castle, a small black cannon

fossilised into the battlement and pointing out to sea, and I turn my head with it,

looking out to the spread of the sea. The French used to raid incessantly down this

coast robbing, raping, burning. The English did much the same to them across the

Channel, hard times those bitter times when life was cheap. I do not suppose

knowing this made it any easier when your wife, children parents whatever were

butchered unless you were partial to a bit of butchering yourself on the French side.

And though all else is changed I imagine the sky and the sea looked much the same

on any autumn morning, the sunlight breaking through the clouds, typically the

white shafts falling to the water the metal blue of it and rose to the west and

something beautiful for sure and beautiful to any watcher, drawing us in and I

want to take it in my arms.

We can just kill people. We could always do that, always have, when they get in

our way or just for the hell of it. What must the killer have been thinking? What

must it have been like, to have no pity? I know what I was thinking. I was fretting

around the office, pretending to work and not think about her because when I did

it seemed apparent that she had turned her back on me. I was thinking, maybe this

was what it was all about, some revenge, reeling me in only to throw me back out

like I’d turned my back on her first time around when I could no longer find any

love in me for her. Perhaps I have no love in me at all, the real problem, and I was

thinking this ill of her when in truth all she was doing was backing away from the

monster, or however it was when they were in the house together, fighting him off
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as he tried to put his hands on her, as he tore her clothes the unspeakable things

he was going to do. His hands on her, her struggling in his hands, his rough hold

on her fine neck, that skin now gone so cold, like the soft metal sea. I had wanted

to go to see her, I have thought of doing so but did not dare. If I had done that

would she have survived? She might have done, but you cannot think that way can

you? Can’t go around taking the wrongs of the world on your shoulders, it being

bad enough living with your own.

My own, that’s what I mean. I wanted to be a good man and look what I have

done. If I could only explain myself, say what I thought I was doing with Marianne

it might be easier to bear. A time for honesty, searing searing honesty, I think it

was vanity. We get easily bored don’t we? Want people to pay attention and she

was not like my ex-wife but just a beautiful woman paying attention to me, and

my head turned. Was that all it was? Nothing quite so simple. Maybe it was a

different kind of vanity the longing for redemption the feeling I could make up for

the pain I had put on all of them, the fracturing of my family. How could I be

forgiven for that? Not forgiveness, more like an evasion, trying to pretend that the

rupture had never happened, no pain no Claire no nothing except that I had to pay

the usual price for that nothing all the trappings of adultery, the lies you have to

tell to the last person in the world you should be lying to. She had a right to

something better, Claire, and all of them deserved better than I could give them. I

have broken so much.

But I didn’t kill her. I swear I didn’t kill her. I want to go to sleep now. I want to

sit down right here and go to sleep now, but I know too that I will do nothing so

visible, nothing to call attention to myself. I will just climb the hill go back to be

with my wife and later my children, like something good has come from this. My

pious hope. Claire, she doesn’t much like the thought of the children, she will not

say so but I know her better and it does not matter. They have to come first for me

this time. I will be a better father to them this time, whatever that costs me. If Claire

knew about me and Marianne that would be the end of it she’d want me out of her

life for sure, and everything would fall apart. So it’s back again to lies business as

usual I will I must stay with the children.

And I don’t think I can carry on like this. It’s too much to bear.

I was in my office. I did not kill her, arrange to have her killed. I was in my office.

I didn’t.
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My name is Julian Wray. I believe it is a noble name, derived from the Spanish, re,

for king, but so much less common than that paradoxically widespread English

surname, that plain old King. My father would say that this was because there was

truth in the lineage, and I think he was only half joking.

His jokes, they do not count for much. Nobility is a condition, a state of mind,

not an inherited gift. There have been times in my life when I did noble things,

when the mood was on me, but I pick my moments. I daresay my father would

look at me now and hang his head in shame. How irrelevant. He never understood

much about me and I remember thinking when he died, though I was no more

than a child, that he was no great loss to the world. He had failed, as it were, to

make his mark.

Not that you want to know about my father, that rather dull man. You have asked

me to tell you how I came to kill Mrs Marianne Davies. I believe this is the name

she used, though in point of fact Davies was her maiden name. While married she

was Mrs Marianne Warren, which is not especially felicitous, and I won’t blame

her for confusing the issue by changing her name back while retaining her married

title.

I will be delighted to tell you my story. Perhaps it will not surprise you to learn

that I have thought long and hard (believe me, both of these things) about how I

would tell this story. Of course for a long time the details were not clear to me. I

could imagine them, not predict them, and I was never concerned to plan for every

eventuality. That would have been unrealistic, absurd. I believe that true finesse

only emerges in the way we may improvise around the haphazard turns of circum-

stance.

I have thought about this, and strange now that I should have come to that

moment, a moment I could never be sure would be real, or perhaps the mere stuff

of dreams, strange that I should now find myself at a loss as to how I should begin.

I should begin at the beginning of course, but where to draw the line? From the

moment I started following Marianne Davies? Well, that would make for a truly

short story. Or perhaps my childhood, my blessed dull father and my difficult

mother? That in contrast would be a very long story, as dull as the English sea and

Truth
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in any case I have no interest in explaining myself in those crass psychological

terms. It would be so vulgar, and it would tell you nothing that might brighten your

life. I would love to think that what I have done could brighten your life.

But where then to begin? I suppose it could be my moment of inspiration, the

moment when my future path began to unroll itself before me.

I had been working for British Intelligence in the aftermath of the Iraq war.

That’s a wonderful word isn’t? I mean, “aftermath”. Do you know the literal

meaning of aftermath? It’s what’s left when the harvest is over. For me it conjures

an image of matted muddy stalks, which is appropriate enough for the things I saw

there.

You see I was not a regular intelligence officer. I had been recruited for my

knowledge of the region and I suppose the fortunate background of my military

training, everything this said about my skills and loyalty. Indeed when I was first

thinking of leaving the service I had wondered whether I could make a contribu-

tion within the intelligence community. I had thought about it for a while but in

the event was tempted by the hurly burly of commerce. So the call when it came

was just a little out of the blue , a little out of the usual for me, and I was intrigued.

In no time at all I found myself transported to that hot and desolate, familiar place,

transported and my life transformed forever.

We were briefed to assess the feelings of the population in different parts of Iraq,

and especially the propensity to take up arms against the new regime. We were

posing mostly as journalists. Someone with characteristic military wisdom had

decided that we might need more granular insight from the Fallujah region, a

known centre of resistance. I spoke fluent Arabic. I could have been Russian for

all the villagers would know. I was with an Iraqi who would do most of the talking.

We came on a village, just a few shabby buildings in the dust. Something felt

wrong from the moment we approached it. We felt this together. The smell came

later, what people have called the smell of death. I had done many things but I had

not seen violent death before. There was no sign of any living thing, not even birds.

You can feel things by their absence. That lifelessness forced itself on you, a

tangible thing (but not).

So we went into the first house. There were no signs of disturbance outside. We

pushed the door open and it opened easily. The house must have been mostly one

large room, a couple of doors leading off it. The windows were shuttered so the
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only light came through the open door behind us. There were insects here, flies,

enjoying themselves with the corpses, the five of them.

I have assumed it was a family, but we could not be so sure, not really. I saw the

woman first. She was in a chair, lying at an angle in it with her legs apart, her head

thrown backwards or what remained of her head. As my stomach grew thick and

tense I saw the man, we called him her husband. It seemed, it looked as though he

had been shot trying to reach her, and had fallen across the floor in front of her

chair. There were exit wounds, the blood dried black on his back, and all around

the room, splintered wood and chipped stone, the damage done by the bullets

flying from their automatic weapons. There was so much damage, though all was

still now, just some dust floating and the flies spinning in the shafts of sunlight

from the open door.

On the other side of the room, holding each other on a couch, were three children.

The youngest, a boy, must have been no more than four. His arms were wrapped

around a girl. She was taller, maybe eleven years old but it was not easy to look

closely, dispassionately, to make out the detail. Her other arm held another boy

closely to her, perhaps a little younger than her. What seemed surprising was that

the bullets had not torn them apart, but seemed to have fused them, like a sculpted

group. I thought, how human it was to huddle together like that, as if the mere

wrapping of another’s flesh and bone could defend you, or perhaps it was the

desperate desire to make yourself small, to shrink to nothing against another so

you could not be seen as a target.

I realised as I looked at them that I was faced with something I had given no

serious thought to; how evil springs in us, how it guides us. My Iraqi companion

seemed angered and frustrated by this carnage, and I was almost fainting at first,

backing out quickly into the fresher air. In three other houses we found similar

scenes, not families but older people, a couple and then a group of adults. You

might imagine as we walked through that place our hearts were full of thoughts of

retribution, of who had done this and how we would catch them, the agonising

deaths we would inflict on them.

Still, in order to ask who, you must first ask yourself why. I was learning even

then that there might be no good answer, not even as good an answer as “no

reason at all”. Because the worst answer was that partial one, some attempt at

excuse, some teaching of lessons or perhaps an act of retribution itself. It may have
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been the work of insurgents, or allied special forces. These things happen in war,

because war is an extraordinary time. But even, or especially if you had a reason,

what would be in your heart when you saw those children clinging to each other

on the couch, their parents slaughtered in front of their eyes just moments before,

terrified? What would go through your head as you lifted your weapon and

watched the bullets passing through their flesh, carrying shreds of that flesh, bone

tissue and blood through each other and out into the walls behind? No doubt the

noise of the gun would drown their screams, then silence them. Perhaps this would

make the task easier, but would it really feel like a task, once done and put behind

you? Does our power to do what we want overwhelm our power to do what we

think we should do? Or can we just wipe out who we are, and become like a force

of nature? I think then we would be fooling ourselves, but I have wondered about

this capacity to do evil, and our sense of degree. Why is it worse to kill children

than their parents? And when we do these things, does it really feel any worse than

shoplifting, or sleeping with your brother’s wife?

None of this will explain why I killed Mrs Marianne Davies. I’ve told you, I’m not

going to explain that. I am not about to be reduced to an explanation. But it is,

(how can I put it?) a salient piece of background information. It is my chosen

starting point.

I could not continue with my intelligence work. I came back here and found

myself with time on my hands. I did some projects here and there, travelled a little.

I had some roots in Folkestone and had taken a place in Ashford, with its fast

connections to the rest of Europe. My sister lives here by the coast with her family,

her charmless husband. Then again my sister is rather charmless herself, so they

are ideally matched. But blood is thicker than water as they say and we have stayed

in touch as they say. One night I had agreed to go with the family to see a revue at

the school of their eldest daughter Ellen. Ellen was in one or two of the sketches

and assured us that the evening would be fun.

We were in the hall, waiting for the performance to begin, when I first saw her. I

think it was her restlessness that made me notice her, a slim small woman, with

short and mousey blonde hair, which might not sound promising but she was

pretty with it, in a boyish way. She kept moving from the door to a seat, and then

moving as if she was anxious and unsure of what to do with herself. I thought she

was like a bird, the way they hop around waiting for something to happen, for
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some food to fall their way, or whatever it is that goes through their tiny brains,

twitching among humans and always flinching from anything that might threaten

contact. I could not say what it really was that drew me to her. I’m not sure what

I was thinking of then, not sure I was thinking of anything much, but something

about her made me want to know more. She was standing up by the stage at one

point, and I asked my sister

“Is that one of the teachers?”

It was. My sister told me her name was Miss Jones and she taught Ellen English,

which was probably why she was here for the revue. “Miss Jones?” I said,

surprised that she was not married and I said so. I suppose I am old fashioned that

way, assuming that being attractive and of a certain age she would be spoken for.

My sister put me right on that, saying she was married to a local architect, Robert

Warren.

It was not you understand, a matter of desire, just curiosity and the conclusion I

had momentarily jumped to.

The revue began. It was mostly dire, but I had expected nothing else. At the

interval everyone rose quickly then hustled away from their chairs. They milled

around. I found myself suddenly and by chance standing in front of Miss Jones, or

Mrs Warren as I preferred to think of her. I bowed slightly and said to her

“How do you do?”

My voice seemed to bring her back from some distant place. Her head turned

slightly, quickly to look at me and a little smile graced her lips.

“I am very well,” she said, and her voice was light, playful, I thought. “Are you a

parent? Are you enjoying the performance?”

I shook my head, but only to deny the parenthood. I explained about Ellen my

niece and Mrs Warren said yes she taught her and she was a bright girl. We had

managed to avoid discussing the quality of the revue, for which I was grateful. I

wondered whether I should ask her about her anxiousness, but of course that

would not have been appropriate. We learn to keep our thoughts to ourselves.

“It’s very nice to meet you,” she said, and shook my hand. Our eyes met. You feel

something in those moments. You can never sure what it means, but it was a start.

I cannot tell you exactly what it was that I had in mind. I was not aware of any

gap in my life that needed filling after Iraq. What I saw there had changed me, for

sure. It left me less inclined to see the good in the world. More than this I think it
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began to make me suspect the good in me. All of these things are true and still they

will not tell you why I killed Mrs Davies. A desire to understand my capacity for

evil, or to know whether there was any such thing as evil, or whether perhaps it

was just another human construct, a way of feeling that there was order to be

discerned in the violence of nature; it may have been any of these things but you

do not have to kill people in order to find that out. You just have to think it through.

Perhaps I was just bored. It was not difficult to find out a little more about her.

When I had the chance I began to follow her, not all the time, but when I made the

time, to prove to myself that I could do this. I found out about her little walks at

lunchtime, down to the beach from school. I found out that she did not have any

routine, which was a little tedious (it meant I wasted time hanging around outside

the school waiting for her to appear). I took my chances. As it happened I followed

her down to the beach on the day after I killed Mrs Davies, just for old times’ sake.

I sat a little down from her on the beach, pretending to look over the water, but in

reality watching her watching the sea, her fine face in that softening autumn light,

wondering what she could be thinking. She didn’t seem to notice me at all, which

by then was how I wanted it to be.

Before then, when I was contemplating killing her, it became clear to me that I

would have to be caught and punished for the crime. You cannot trust the police

to get much right, so I began to lay a trail that even they could not miss. I joined

an internet forum, a place for pathetic men and their fantasies. It was normal there

to refer to all women as bitches, or cunts, to suggest that they lied (not least to

themselves) when they appeared uninterested in these men and their good cocks,

for all these women needed was a good cock to sort them out, these cunts and

bitches. It seemed clear to me that my correspondents did not have a good cock

between them (after all it takes subtlety to have a good cock) but I was hardly

interested in judging them. I thought I would put my cat among their pigeons first,

so I logged in as Godslittlesenseofhumour and began to post a fantasy of what I

would do; of how I was stalking a woman who had no idea of what lay in front of

her, an attractive ordinary middle aged woman living an ordinary quiet life; of how

I would surprise her, trap her and bind her; of how I would rape her until I could

do no more then I would put my hands around her throat and strangle her, or

worse. The fantasies grew more elaborate as I went on, as they do. At first there

were some edgy attempts by others to join in, and urge me on, but as my stories
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approached their dark conclusion there was silence, as if I had overstepped some

mark, like farting at a polite dinner party, as if we don’t all fart in the privacy of

our bedrooms.

And so it was, as the stories spun out, that I realised I would have to act sooner

rather than later, to strike the next blow while they were still disturbed, and before

anyone decided it was worth tracking me down for questioning. Of course

fantasies are not crimes. You cannot be arrested for imagining something, or we’d

all be banged up. But suspicion breeds restriction, and I did not want to be

restricted until I had gone through with it.

That day I waited for her as she came out of school. I followed her as she walked

down the road to her flat. I was in my car, because it was more comfortable waiting

around for her in the car, and because with care you could be more discreet that

way. She went into her flat. It was beginning to get dark. I wondered for a while

whether I should wait, bearing in mind that she might well not come out again that

evening, and then her tedious husband would be home. I wondered for a while

whether I could overpower them both, and perhaps butcher him in front of her.

That would have been interesting, but it was risky. I decided that I would as ever

have to trust to fate, and take any chance I could, when the moment seemed right.

Then she came out and got into a car. My heart beat faster, a physical throbbing

in my chest and ears as I considered that this might indeed be the moment, that

something could turn up. I started the engine, painfully conscious of the noise of

it, though I thought, this was ridiculous. She was hardly going to hear my car

above the noise of her own. I began to follow her, keeping my distance, but

keeping her in sight easily in the failing light.

I followed her across town to a housing estate. She parked outside some of the

houses, an ordinary looking street, and I went past in the stream of cars going

home, pulling in a short way ahead of her, where I could watch her in my mirrors,

in the streetlights. I was waiting for her to get out of the car, to do something

interesting which might give me my opportunity. But she did not move. It was as

though she was watching someone herself. I began to feel uneasy, worrying that

she might have noticed me. I put the radio on to distract me; Radio Four of course,

listening to the news, but watching her all the time in the mirrors.

Then I noticed a blonde woman walking along the street alone. There were lights

on in most of the houses down the street now, but she walked up to one of the unlit
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ones. That was how I knew she would be alone there. She was middle aged like

Mrs Claire Warren, but she was more strikingly attractive. Perhaps it was just her

long blonde hair, though I don’t pretend to know why men should be drawn to this.

It is by the by. I glanced back at Mrs Warren. She was still sitting there, as if

waiting. My mind was working quickly now, trying to understand my opportunity,

trying to think through whether it mattered if I switched the object of my attention

at the last minute. I could see no reason why it should. I realised it might be even

better, being all the more random, this co-incidence reflecting whatever had

brought Mrs Warren to this place and which had nothing to do with me. Whatever

she had in mind she would now do and then perhaps drive away unharmed to the

rest of her life, whatever that held for her. She would never know how close she

had come to a violent death this night, or perhaps a few nights from now, however

it had turned out. I had no further use for her. This was good, very good.

I do not know how long we both sat there in our separate cars. The lights went

on in the house and I could see the woman moving around in it, drawing curtains,

the woman I now know was called Marianne. My Marianne. I understood that

there was every chance someone else would come home, and that I would have to

move quickly. Strangely I felt I could do nothing until Mrs Warren had moved on,

as if she really was watching me. I was wondering why she felt this way when the

headlights on her car came on. She drove the car out into the road again and was

gone.

I felt a little giddy as I climbed out of my own car. The street had fallen quiet now,

the cars mostly settled into their drives or garages for the night. I thought of

moving my car in case it was noticed, and had to remind myself that I wanted to

be caught, that this was the whole point. No one has outwitted me. I even

wondered whether once I had done the business I might simply come out into the

street and tell the first stranger passing what I had done, but this seemed a little

heavy handed, a little obvious. I wanted to leave some uncertainty in play. It was

the way of the world after all.

Now I had to imagine better what I was going to do, the detail of it. I opened the

boot of the car and took out the wheel brace. It was hard and strong and easy to

wield. It would be my primary weapon, at least until I had her on the floor and at

my mercy.
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I thought of walking up to the front door and ringing the bell. There was a

brazenness about this which appealed to me. But there was always the risk I might

not get past the door, and she would then be calling for help and everything would

be lost. She might have had one of those short chains on the door. Women on their

own often do, because they do not feel safe in their houses any more. It’s a pretty

pass we’ve come to, that’s for sure.

The front door remained a second option, a fall back. I walked over her drive to

the side of the house, where a little passage ran to the back garden, and as I

guessed a back door. I walked quickly but quietly. There were lights on here, and

I found myself looking into her kitchen. She was standing at the work surface with

her back to the window (which was fortunate for me!) busy with something. I

stepped back from the window instinctively, not wanting to be seen, but able to

watch her still in the electric light. It was good being able to look closer, getting a

better sense of what she was like, and not just the way she looked. It was the way

she moved too, with a grace and a lurking sensuality. She seemed an interesting

woman.

I watched her finish moving plates and glasses, and then pick up a full glass of

wine. She walked out of the room and I stepped up quickly to the back door, tried

the handle and felt it fall open at my push. I was in the room and closed the door

behind me quietly, not noiselessly because it creaked and there was a soft impact

when the door struck the frame. I tensed at these things and then told myself that

no one else could have heard them. There was in any case, I noticed it now, music

coming from somewhere further into the house, popular music, brash and not in

the least to my taste. It gave me further cover and I was glad of that. I crossed the

kitchen to the door she had gone through, reshaping my grip on the cool steel of

the wheel brace, making it firm. I could see her now standing in the hallway

picking up a phone handset. She must have sensed me then because she half

turned, her mouth dropping open and she staggered a little, as if she could fall

backwards and out of my reach. It was too late. I was very excited. I had lifted the

wheel brace and swung it down on the side of her head.

The cry died as quickly as it started. The blood bloomed from the fissure I had

opened in the side of her head, a spray of fast blood and then a darker ooze, that

spread across one side of her face. She did not lose consciousness immediately.

Her eyes were open as her knees collapsed, looking straight at me with an
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expression, mixing shock and rage, and then she slumped onto the ground, the

plain and tasteful carpet which she might have chosen or it may have come with

the house. It was the kind of bland and inoffensive thing housebuilders would put

down, offending no one and cutting their costs in the process. Well, it was

patterned now, with the spray and then the ooze of her blood where she had fallen

on one side, the wounded side of her head fallen against the carpet, covered by the

dishevelled spread of her hair, that blonde hair, streaked with blood itself. It

surprised me how quickly the blood had spread, how much of it there seemed to

be around.

Even now her eyes were not closed as I had expected, and she was juddering, her

mouth opening and closing, curiously. I was worried that I might have killed her

with that one blow, that these were her death throes. This would have been truly

disappointing. In fact it might have ruined everything. Still there was nothing I

could do about it now. And I knew that I would still have to work quickly, that

someone else might have come home at any time, a husband or child and though

I could have killed all of them if necessary, I felt I would rather not.

I bent down to retrieve the handset, replacing it in the base station, and then bent

again to pick her up. She was a dead weight and her head flopped against her

shoulder, then her whole body was against me and it was as though all her muscles

had collapsed and she was constrained, shaped only by her bones. I’ll admit I

struggled to lift her. I’m not as young as I used to be and it did not help that I felt

some distaste at the touch of the bloodier skin. I had to tell myself that I was part

of the story and that I would have to accept it. It was only another body fluid, and

when it comes to sex, why we love wallowing about in body fluids do we not?

(They are body fluids. I was going to write “bodily fluids” when I thought, what

a strange adjective that is. We talk of grievous bodily harm, of being bundled bodily

from a place where we might not be wanted, and even these locutions seem strange

enough, but they are different again from “bodily fluids”, where I would have

thought that “body” was right and proper. Then again perhaps I have just

imagined the problem. I would be capable of that.)

She fell around me as I tried to lift her, the blood from her head smearing around

one side of my face. I wanted to get her into the living room, where we might be a

little more comfortable. I also like the thought of killing someone in a living room.

It was a good thing this was a middle class house, otherwise it might only have
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been a lounge, or just about a sitting room, or most likely just the front room. What

happened next, I’m not sure whether it was just a spasm or whether she revived

for a moment and began to fight against me, but suddenly she stiffened and I felt

as though I was being pushed away. I reacted by trying to hold on to her, losing

my balance, crashing first into a glass fronted display case (the glass shattered) and

then bouncing off it into a wooden chair which turned sideways before falling into

the coffee table, glass topped, which seemed to withstand our impact for a moment

as it slid away from its legs, and then also shattered. I found myself lying with her

on the broken granules of glass. I do not know whether in that brief struggle she

had struck her head again, or whether the original blow had finally worked its way

through her system and shut her down. At any rate she was now unconsciousness,

spattered with glass and still bleeding on me.

I edged away from her, over the broken glass, wondering if it would cut me, but

I felt no pain, not like you do when a sharp edge pierces your skin. I rolled away

to a clearer part of the floor and managed to stand up, brushing the granules of

glass away from me. She was quite still now, her arms and legs spread at odd angle,

the way it can happen with unconscious people. I had to pick her up again, the

dead weight of her, and I might have thought she was dead but for the light

feathering of her breath on my cheek. I had my arms around her, one hand under

her arm, and just beginning to touch the curve of her breast. I could feel the harder

structure of her bra beneath the cotton of her shirt. That was exciting for me. I

struggled and brought her over to the sofa, and dropped her on the sofa.

Faced with her now, for the first time I thought about her clothes. I have already

said she was wearing a cotton top, a light material, with a polo neck. She was also

wearing jeans with high heels, and very pointed shoes. I took the shoes off, and

then her socks, letting her legs fall back on the sofa, pieces of glass still coming

from them. I wondered whether I should take all her clothes off. I was anxious to

see what she looked like, what she really looked like. I wanted that intimacy. I

started with her jeans. She had a belt on so I had to loosen that, and then the

button at the top of her jeans, and the zip. She had blue panties on, a lacy pattern.

I tried to pull the jeans from her legs but it was difficult, the jeans a little tight. I

had to pull them from the ankles and then harder over the knees. This exposed her

legs. They were exciting legs, shapely and tanned, though with a little cellulite

marring the tops of her thighs. I kissed her knees and then hooked my fingers
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around the lacy edge of her pants. They were much easier, pulling them over her

long legs revealing her nakedness, her bare humanity. Still it was not enough. I

wanted all of her. I tried to lift up her cotton shirt. Her breasts, that hard bra,

showed themselves to me but I struggled with her arms. I was feeling stupidly

cautious, because of the blood around her head which I did not want to spread,

habitually tidy as I am, and so I turned to her long sleeves and pulled them in turn

from her arms, leaving the cotton sitting like a ragged scarf around her neck, I did

not want to pull it any further. The bleeding seemed to have stopped, and I did not

want to risk opening that flow again. I left the top lying around her neck but

reached behind her back to unhook her bra. I lifted it free of her breasts. They were

full breasts, the nipples a little large for my taste but I was beginning to go past

caring. I was struggling with my own erection at this stage, uncomfortable. I could

not wait any longer. It was difficult at first. She was dry and that was painful. But

I forced myself inside her. She flopped around a little. I came quickly, which was

a relief.

That was that done. I dressed myself, went into the kitchen. I could feel her blood

on me. I felt soiled, by her fluids, these bodily things. There was a knife block on

the work surface and I found the largest one there. I suppose it was a carving knife,

though it had a broader blade than I expected. I am not much of a cook. I weighed

it in my hand and thought it would be fine. With it in hand I went back into the

living room. She lay there as though dead, spread out on the sofa, though I could

hear her breathing, some fluid rattling in her throat. Of course she showed no sign

of the fact that I had just raped her, and that irritated me. Turning the knife in my

hand I went over to the sofa and sat on the edge of the cushions, beside her. Now

I was wondering what to do. I placed the knife point under a breast, lifting the

breast to get it there, thinking this would be close to her heart, though as I began

to press with the knife I could feel the resistance of her ribs. I remembered reading

somewhere (it might have been a James Bond novel, Thunderball I think) that you

had to go under the ribs, not through them. There was a little more blood, a cut

where I had pushed the point of the knife into her, though she had not stirred. I

dragged that point down a little, to somewhere below her ribs, above her stomach,

and began to push. The knife went in to the flesh, the muscle parting, but I found

the thought of this revolting. I pulled it out again. I looked at her loose breasts, and

legs, the blood all over her, wondering if she could still recover, still have a life. I
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shuddered and shook my head. Quickly I dropped the knife and reached for the

neck, pressed my fingers into her neck the skin beneath the shirt I had left like an

ugly scarf around her neck, began to press harder, squeezing all around her neck.

I felt her tense, some instinct, beginning to resist and I tightened my fingers,

pressing down, harder and that rattle in her throat well it struggled and faltered

and her legs were trembling and then they stopped.

I relaxed, letting my hands fall from her neck. It was over. I stood up, looking at

how I had cut her, thinking there was no going back now, and that this was not a

dream. I had reshaped my life forever. That body on the sofa, no longer a person,

that was my work and society would make me pay for it, this being a civilised

society.

Well, fuck society, that’s what I say. I saw the blood on my hands, around my

fingers, and it was in my hair and on my face, and I went out into the hall. Her

tasteless music was still playing. I had forgotten all about it and I no longer cared

much. I picked up the wheel brace from the patterned carpet and walked out of

the front door. I threw it in the boot, closed it and drove away to wait for the law’s

slow awakening. At that point I did not even know her name but I understood Mrs

Warren was alive and for all I knew happily breathing that night because of all this

woman had suffered.

I drove home, pleased with myself.
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As soon as she began to imagine the reality of the funeral Claire realised it was

going to be difficult. Her first instinct was not to go at all. Although she had

accepted the idea that she would be making some kind of new family life for

Robert’s children, the funeral marked the end of their old life, something she had

not been part of, and she felt she would be an intruder.

Robert had been little help. He could manage his day to day tasks, but seemed to

crumple at the thought of making decisions, or making changes. He knew this was

happening to him, and that it was not good. He said he could accept change, and

could even believe change was a good thing, but he could not initiate it. When she

raised the question of the funeral he said she should do whatever she thought was

right.

Elizabeth Davies took on the arrangements. She recognised that Robert could

not cope, and that she was in any case the most appropriate person to manage the

ceremony, the organisation, as Marianne’s closest adult relative. To their surprise,

she and Claire found that they liked each other, which made it all the more

awkward when Elizabeth had to ask Claire if she intended to come to the crema-

tion. Claire had said no, but then Elizabeth told her the children would appreciate

it. Claire was touched, and disconcerted. It seemed she had no choice. Elizabeth

sensed her hesitation, and tried to reassure her. There would be a lot of people at

the funeral, she said. It was not because Marianne was really so popular, and

Elizabeth had already confided in Claire that she thought her daughter had been

difficult. But the death had stirred up local feeling, and many local worthies had

asked if they could come, and pay their respects. Claire, Elizabeth noted with a wry

sadness, had a better claim to be there then many of the others.

Even so, when the day came Claire had dreaded it. It was a cold day, a wind

blowing from the north east, and the crematorium was on the top of the Downs,

overlooking Folkestone, shrouded in fog as it often was through the autumn and

winter where the air currents from the sea met the rising land mass. But the fog

lifted as she drove up into it. Robert and the children had gone with Elizabeth in

the funeral cortege. Claire had insisted that she could not sit with them like family,

that this would be wrong. She said she would be there like the worthies to pay her

Ashes
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respects, and lend a moral support from a distance. She was trying to do the right

thing.

When she drove into the crematorium there were already many cars, and she

realised later that some of them belonged to the families attending the previous

ceremony. She was not thinking clearly, getting out of her car and feeling the bite

of the wind. As she walked towards the brick chapel she was surprised to see

Denise Rowan, dressed in a black suit, standing to one side of the chapel, clasping

a handbag primly in front of her, standing on her own. A new pang of guilt ran

through Claire, and as their eyes met she knew she could not walk away from her,

could not ignore her. Rowan smiled weakly as she approached her. Claire returned

her smile, and stopped in front of her. She said the thing in her head, wanting to

be friendly, but wanting to know the answer too.

“Hi … is this a professional visit?”

Rowan bowed her face, as if ashamed and then looked at her again.

“Not exactly … or at least I’m here to convey the sympathies of my colleagues …”

“Along with the world and his wife,” said Claire, and then she caught herself up.

“I’m sorry … I didn’t mean that to be … antagonistic. It’s just a lot of stress.”

“I understand,” said Rowan. “It can’t be easy for you either, having to be here.”

“No, it’s not.”

A silence fell between them, for some moments. It was bothering her. Claire

looked at Rowan, holding herself still, waiting for the procession to arrive. It was

too much. Claire blurted out the words, a rush.

“I have a confession to make.”

The distance began to close between them. Rowan said, what do you mean?

Claire looked around. Other people were arriving, leaving them alone.

“I didn’t tell you everything,” she said. “I was there that night, the night Marianne

was killed.”

Rowan nodded her head, sighed.

“I know.”

She knew. Claire felt a different cold run through her.

“What do you mean …?”

Rowan did not look comfortable. She appeared to be struggling for the right words.
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“I told you before … told you there were other witnesses. We …” She hesitated

again. “We could place your car at the scene, but this was after Wray had

confessed, and …”

And what? Claire knew for a fact that her presence could have made no difference

to what went on that night. Marianne had come home and after a while Claire had

driven away. She was irrelevant, which was why she had said nothing, not to the

police, not to anyone. If Robert had turned up that night things might have been

different. Her suspicions would have been confirmed, but Marianne might have

been saved, or Robert himself might have been killed. She had thought this

through, but it was irrelevant, the might-have-beens. Wray was a lunatic, a random

killer. Anything she could have told the police would have misled them.

“We spend our lives,” Rowan went on, “I mean as police, digging around in the

wreckage of other lives, and the only comfort is that we’re trying to put things right,

trying to make things better. When Wray confessed he said a lot of things, and

much of what he said was rubbish. I mean, he told us he had been to Iraq, and that

he had seen terrible things there. None of this was true. The closest he ever got to

the military was the TA and they threw him out because they thought he was too

weird. But the evidence stacks up, and we don’t know why he did it and probably

never will but there’s no doubt he did it, and in a way that’s the end of the story.

We know that you were there that night, early on, and we can … we can imagine

why you might have been there, but as I say we try to make things better, and as

far as I can see, in a way you and your husband, you were victims too. With luck

we won’t have to pull all that up in front of the court. Because he’s pleading guilty,

and because we have corroborating evidence, there won’t be a blow by blow

account of what he did at the trial, and I just hope that when it’s over, you … you

and your husband can get on with your lives.”

Their lives, interrupted by this lunatic. He had drifted through various casual jobs.

The psychiatrists said he was highly intelligent, but unable to form relationships.

No one could make out why he had done what he had done. He insisted that he

was going to plead guilty. He kept saying it was the whole point. He said he was

as guilty as sin.

Claire had wanted to make her confession. Rowan had pre-empted her. She had

been wondering if she could or should say more to the police, clearing her

conscience, but now she had an answer of sorts, letting her off the hook.
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“Robert was never there,” she said. Rowan shifted her handbag in her hands.

“We know that. We know that he had nothing to do with this crime. We know that

you had nothing to do it with either. You need to hang on to that. I can’t predict

what will happen in court, but with luck they’ll just send him down or confine him

or whatever. The important thing is…” She drew breath while she turned her head

to notice the hearse crawling down the road to the chapel, the procession behind

it.

“The important thing is you get on with your lives.”

The doors were opening, the car doors. She saw Robert getting out, his children,

straightening down their dark clothes. She shivered in the cold wind.
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Claire set the table for five. Her mother had invited herself, joined them for an early

supper. She had no intention of coming with them to the firework display. Claire

remembered, she once claimed that Guy Fawkes and his friends had the right idea,

and it was only a shame they had been so incompetent. She liked to imagine how

things might have been if Britain had become a good Roman Catholic country. She

was damned if she was going to stand around while they burnt an effigy of another

human being, such barbarism dressed up as good clean fun.

Claire knew she was not serious. Stella had no love for Roman Catholics, or any

religion. Claire thought it was in some obscure way a jibe at Robert and his lapsed

faith. She meant nothing. She would not come to the display because in reality she

did not want to stand around in the cold looking at exploding gunpowder, the

pretty lights. This was altogether too childish for Stella. Still she had invited herself

for supper and Claire did not mind. It would be short and sweet, or sweet for being

short. Grace was moving around the kitchen behind her, helping her get things

ready. She did this a lot. Claire appreciated her help. She did not think she could

have coped if she had been plunged suddenly and fully into her motherhood role.

It was not that she minded the work, but still there was the fact that she did not

want to think of herself in that role, because she was not a mother and was not

about to pretend to be one. Over the years Stella had liked to remind her of her

chosen refusal of a mother’s role, approvingly, which galled Claire. Claire would

then have to remind herself that she did not want to be a mother like Stella. Grace,

half woman already, had helped Claire feel that Robert’s children were more like

houseguests than unlooked-for progeny. Besides the children were still too numb

with their grief, the shock of it, for there to be anything like normal, re-founded

relationships. You could take nothing for granted. Robert was not working very

much, which was only to be expected, since he had lost the mother of his children,

since he had however much he would never admit it lost his lover.

She shivered. Now she was setting the table for the family. Outside the dark air

was shaken frequently by bangs and whines of the first fireworks, the unseen lights

flashing against the drawn blinds over her kitchen windows. She thought the

explosions seemed livelier, more plentiful than in previous years. Perhaps it was

Display
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only because the day fell on a Friday and everyone had saved their efforts for the

one day. Perhaps it was because the country’s mood was changing and people

wanted a celebration, and this might be because they felt good or bad. Or it might

have been because she had a false impression of previous years. It was all fine. She

rather liked fireworks, maybe just because Stella did not, or maybe because she

liked things that could be a little out of the ordinary without disturbing her routines

in any serious way. They had planned to go to a public display at Richard’s school.

She did not know what to expect but it promised to be better than the paltry efforts

she had so often seen in people’s back gardens. The government discouraged these

private shows now, thinking it safer if people played with fire in a more organised

way. It was hard to disagree and the public shows tended to have a scale that a

private party could never match, though Claire could see the loss here too. She

could imagine Stella holding forth about it, our obsession with making everything

safe and harmless.

“I think we should eat,” said Grace. “Shall I call them in?”

Claire nodded and walked with Grace to the door. Robert was standing by the

window looking out through a half-pulled curtain at the fireworks. Richard and

Stella were together on the sofa, looking at something on the television, the volume

turned down to a level at which you could hardly hear anything. Stella was holding

their one ashtray in the palm of one hand and busily smoking with the other. She

looked at Claire in a superior sort of way over the end of her cigarette when Grace

called them to supper, but said nothing.

Claire remembered childhood firework parties. In those days any firework show

could please her, but her fondest memories were all of the jacket potatoes and hot

soup. The school display that evening had promised soup, hot dogs and burgers,

the things young people were supposed to like eating. Claire knew the food would

be cheap and nasty and so she had arranged this supper. It did not have the

atmosphere of those distant cold nights, clutching the food to warm yourself. The

nights now rarely seemed so cold, and while less atmospheric her food was better.

She had told Robert’s children they could have what they wanted when they got to

the display, but first they would have to eat some healthy food, vegetables and good

protein.

Stella took her place, her vegetables. For a while it seemed her sense of other

people’s distress might be enough to keep her quiet (she had been subdued all
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evening) but Claire’s hopes were soon disappointed. Until now Stella had said little

about the murder and its aftermath, but she would have known she was bringing

her salty views to open wounds. She leaned back from the table and said

“I’m curious to know Robert, however difficult circumstances might be, whether

you ever imagined you would find yourself living full time with your children

again? It’s obviously a bit of a culture shock for my own dear Claire here, never

having thought of herself as a mothering type, but it must be different for you. It

must be the silver lining in this very dark cloud.”

Because she was not quite as smart as she thought it was often hard to know with

Stella whether she spoke out of thoughtlessness or for very calculated effect,

particularly when it was not clear where she was leading the conversation. Claire

could only imagine that her calculation would have been to bring a little rage to the

evening, whether from Robert, the children or even herself. She wanted to tell her

pointedly, decisively to be quiet, or even leave, but Robert had looked up wearily,

and he spoke slowly without obvious feeling.

“I love my children. I have always loved them. I don’t know. I … I appreciate that

this is something you might find difficult to understand Stella.”

Then he bowed his head, put his face in his hands. Stella for her part appeared to

enjoy this reply. She said

“I don’t doubt your feelings for a minute, and I can forgive your little aspersions

about own family feeling. I was however not talking about gladness, but how it

comes to pass. I was just thinking of the vagaries of fate. After all we are always

running around trying to arrange our lives, trying to frame our circumstances in a

way we think might make us happy, and then along comes a googlie, from out of

the blue as they do, and everything falls apart. I don’t think I’ve learned much in

my life but I have at least come to appreciate the futility of planning for the future.

Then again I suppose it’s something of a professional hazard for an architect.”

Her mouth shaped a smile and she looked down, as if she was savouring the

moment, her cleverness, for herself. Claire bit her lip, and looked anxiously at

Robert, but he did not look up, did not respond. She was glad for this silence, the

best response to Stella’s acid inanities. Even if what she said had an element of

truth, nobody could live that way. Circumstances might knock you back, or push

you somewhere you did not want to be, but this did not mean you were helpless,

or that there was nothing you could do to make your life better. You could start,
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as she had started, by expecting little, but Claire understood how personal this

choice had been for her, and the price she paid for it. She understood too how

others might want more.

She did not want to imagine what Robert had been thinking when he started his

affair with Marianne. She would not dwell on it, but all the same she knew in the

back of her mind she would have to handle her own questions. Was she so difficult

to live with? What was it about her that should make Robert feel he needed an

escape route? She understood she could be difficult herself at times but that she

did not deserve to be rejected by him, not for anything she had done. She thought

something more must have been going on. Even Robert was not so self-deceived

that he might imagine he could ever have found happiness again with Marianne.

He had failed to do so once. Nothing had really changed. It seemed more likely to

her that he was a following a wilfully self-destructive urge, running headlong down

a path he knew would make things worse for him. She could imagine this,

entertaining it as an intellectual proposition. She understood the words though she

could not put herself in his place, could not really imagine what it would be like to

feel this about your life. It was too stupid, too illogical. Reason would surely

intervene, sooner or later. Claire was intervening with reason. She wanted to show

him they could have a good life together, which was not to be squandered on a

whim.

Or it might have been something completely different. We always like to think we

know what we’re doing. Even when we’re unsure we tend to behave as if we had

little doubt. We have no choice, since our feelings are all we have to go on. We

often think we face a conflict between our heads and our hearts, this metaphor for

intellection against emotion, but what kind of fool ever really went against her

heart? She was not thinking about the first clash of duty against inclination, but

the trade offs we made as we pursued our chosen course, our reason developing

reasons why the emotional path we followed was in fact the correct path all along,

by any criteria, or conversely our hearts coming to feel that the dictates of duty or

reason were more important emotionally than the first impulses of desire.

All the same she did not know what comfort this could be. Your mind might have

worked out in some detail why you should follow your feelings, but your mind and

feelings could each or both change, and there was little defence against it. It

seemed that this was what it was to be human and bound to the pursuit of
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happiness, to fail and to try again, telling yourself that you would get it right this

time (with perpetual hope and no reason at all), hoping too that if or when you get

it wrong you did not leave too much damage in your wake. If you were lucky and

blessed you might even find you had done some good in your passing. She

understood the words, and through them had learnt to abandon any hope of a

transcendent happiness. She told herself she was doing good through her teaching,

and not least that she was helping Robert’s children find some kind of stability

again. She might even help Robert in the process. She was doing the right thing

for all of them.

After a few moments Stella appeared uncomfortable with Robert’s silence. With-

out a response she was surprisingly lost for words. It was a sign of her egotism,

her insensitivity, that she could have imagined Robert would argue with her. He

did not see their recent history as something he could justify. He did not want to

talk about it all, because Claire understood, for the moment he had been broken

by these events, the turns of fate that Stella seemed to think were cause for

curiosity. Robert’s silence was the best response. It left Stella with nowhere to go.

She knew this much. In the past she had talked along these lines with Robert. He

had decided to go off on his own path, his willed adventure, his moments of

madness, dreaming of intensity, whatever animated him. Fate had forced him to

put this foolishness aside. Fate had given him back to her. She was not going to let

him go again. She was going to make everything right for them again, make things

right as only she knew how they could be happy together. He would have to learn

to accept her terms, then she thought he could be content and one day perhaps,

not so far from now, he would understand what she had done for him. He could

love her again for that. She could settle for little, but all the same it seemed to

Claire that she wanted to be loved.

Though she could not be sure she wanted her mother’s love, or whether her

mother had ever felt much love for anyone. It was more like something she said

she felt in order to keep better control of her daughter. Claire wondered for a few

moments (as she often wondered) what would happen if she tried to turn her back

on her mother completely, not speaking to her, not seeing her. It was no more than

the bitter old woman deserved, though Stella would not see it that way and her

sense of being wronged might even gratify her. But Claire knew that she herself

would find it hard to bear the knowledge that she had turned her back on her
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mother, whatever Stella came out with, whatever barbs she continued to throw at

them all. She saw then that this incursion of a bigger family life might be resented

by Stella; as long as she was dealing with just Claire and Robert she could feel they

fell within her experience of family life, lonely people looking out at each at each

other, and lashing out from time to time. But Robert and his children did not

behave this way. In their day to day lives they contradicted Stella’s grim cynicism,

loving each other. They could shut her out. Claire need not do anything dramatic.

She could now leave her mother sitting angrily on the fringes of her own enriched

life. That was more satisfying than ignoring her, and confusing her was closer to

the fate she deserved. She would never change, but Claire could stop her feeling

she was in control.

They left her behind now as she had demanded, smoking with studied noncha-

lance by an open window, this her show of concern for the cleanliness of Claire

and Robert’s flat (though no such concern had gripped her earlier). Robert and

Richard and cleared the table things into the dishwasher, this part of their new and

agreed division of labour. They had gathered their coats because the night had

finally turned cold, though not as cold as those childhood winter nights for Claire.

When they left the flat and had closed the door on her Robert leaned back against

that door and breathed out audibly, showing his relief.

“I don’t really want her coming around if she’s always going to be like that,” he

said, shaking his head and stepping forward. Grace grimaced, moving with him

and Claire nodded. She was not going to explain her sense of the subtler punish-

ment they were already inflicting on her, but whatever happened she was not going

to let her mother divide them now.

“We can mostly keep her away,” she said. “It’s hard now because we don’t have

so much room, but it will be different when the houses are sorted, and we’ve settled

down again, when this has all moved into the past.”

“She upsets everyone doesn’t she?” said Richard.

“She’s had an unhappy life,” Robert added wearily. “She’s brought it on herself

but that’s never going to feel like any comfort.”

The display was on the football field attached to Richard’s school, across the road

from the school. They took the car to a place within easy walking distance, parking

by the Folkestone West railway station, so they would not be caught in the

inevitable congestion of the official car park. Claire habitually thought of these
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small details, and with Robert so distracted for so much of the time it seemed more

important than ever for her to keep a hold on the small details. It was a means to

keep useful and necessary control. She took his arm as they walked along the road

and he let her do this. All around them the spasmodic bangs and flashes continued,

blooms of exploding rockets, orange and red billows of sparks and fauna-like

patterns in the sky. There were large firework displays all over the town that night,

some public, even some private, and this seemed to confirm the sense she had

understood earlier of a willed mood of celebration. Sixth formers from the school

in reflective jackets were guiding people along the side road from the school’s main

entrance, guiding them across the road to the football field, ordinary people with

their little clumps of children. As they approached the field down a rough track

between houses and their screening hedges, the smaller children became a swarm

of fluorescence, picking up glowing rings of green or red for their wrists or necks,

or just to wave around like tamed and enduring sparklers. Claire handed her ticket

to the teacher by the gate, and then they moved onto the field. They were ten

minutes early for the display and most people (it was already crowded) had

congregated around the lit pavilion where they could buy their drinks and hot

snacks. Richard went quickly forward from them to see if he could find some

friends, out into the darkness. Grace remained with Claire and Robert as they

walked towards the roped off space, roped off to keep them a safe distance from

the fireworks. People were standing all down this line too, spreading out from the

pavilion, away from its white light and here the darkness was thick, the plumes of

their breath spooling a grey contrast to the dark, and the flashing darting smaller

children with their glowing fluorescent tubes, laughing and squealing all the time

if you turned your attention to them, though you could choose not to do so, let

them become part of the moving dark and patterned backdrop of the night. Claire

had let go of Robert’s arm and was treading from foot to foot on the cold grass to

help keep them warm. She noticed many others were making the same movement.

From somewhere out in the darkness invisible speakers played muddy ambient

music. It seemed to go into the night air, becoming part of it. A fog was falling on

the town. Earlier she had noticed the orange line of the main road lights running

up the hillside out of the town towards Dover, but now they were gone, and with

them the moving lights of the traffic on the road. Now there was the deep speckled

grey of the darkness, only the darkness.
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Over the dull thump of the music, the cries of frightened babies pierced the music

every time a flash or random bang shot through the darkness, shocked like dumb

animals by the noise and the burst of light in their eyes, things they could not

understand. Their parents no doubt would hold them tighter, stroked their heads

and told them there was nothing to fear (which at the best of times was an

exaggeration), told them to look up and see the pretty lights. The adults only

wanted to enjoy themselves. They were waiting for the real fireworks to begin.

A crackle on the invisible PA ended the music, and a muffled voice announced

that the display was about to start. The crowd around the pavilion surged forward,

moving quickly to the roped line running across the field. Claire suddenly felt the

massed presence of these people, more babies and the darting lights of the children.

She was standing close to Grace, Robert beyond them. It was like nothing in her

childhood, but contiguous with it, the cold of the air and the smell of the gunpow-

der, the cries of the babies. A figure was stooping among the distant posed shapes

of the fireworks across the field, the tiny red glow of the taper moving with him,

and then the first of them, the first rocket shot up from close beside him, trailing

sparks and the grey smoke like breath, exploding high above them in a half globe

of twisting, crackling points of coloured lights in the sky. The watchers gasped as

they always do. A Roman Candle started up, then a Catherine Wheel, all larger

than her life and momentarily spectacular, one succeeding the other seamlessly

and the audience clapping and gasping as each exceeded the last. Claire looked

quickly across Grace’s face, her eyes shining in the reflected, glittering lights.

Beyond her Robert too held his face up to the sky, but it was hard set and

expressionless, giving no clue to whatever he was thinking. Perhaps he was

thinking what a fine job it would be to design fireworks (he had spoken of it in the

past, she remembered well), to spend your days plotting those ephemeral patterns

of self-extinguishing light in the darkness and how to make them seem so, how to

surprise and delight crowd after crowd. She imagined he was thinking something

like this but you could never be sure. The same lights flashed on his face, on all

their faces, his living flesh in the cold darkness. The explosions from the rockets

were shaking the air. The show was reaching its climax now, explosions and light

on all sides and high above them, the smoke hanging in the air, the noise shaking

the air. The end was coming, the sudden silence, the world returned to calm.
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The lights flashing around him, Robert standing in that field. She could imagine

their lives in the future, the children moving on to their own lives, as Matthew had

done already, and she would be able to reclaim him then. Whatever had possessed

him was gone. She could feel guilty about it if she stopped to think, in a perverse

way, perverse to feel guilty about your husband’s adultery. She could feel guilty

because Marianne’s death, though nothing to do with her, had saved her life, had

brought Robert back to her. She would never tell him what she had suspected, and

then what she knew, not if she could help it. She understood he was so weak now,

and that she would have to be stronger than him, now and perhaps for the rest of

their lives. But that would be easy enough for her to bear, as long as he could

accept it, as long as he did not have to think about it. She had the strength to do

this. She had the power. Left to himself she thought, he could be good company

yet.

He said so little, seemed so wrapped up in himself. It was like something had

broken inside him. He would get better she thought. Time changed so much. She

was right. It would pass. She remembered him on that first evening, standing in

the queue for fish and chips, and then later, in the children’s playground. He had

seemed so alive. She wanted him back again, that man, the man she thought she

had met that night. She wanted everything to be back to normal again, their lives

readjusted around the children. He would get better and understand his foolish-

ness. He would learn to be led by her. It would be better for them all.

Everything had gone quiet. The last lights flashed around him. Robert was

standing in the school field, his face grey in the absence of light, alone with his

thoughts.



201

The dark night after night ... Not some easy metaphor for depression, but something

real, if the partial absence of something could ever be called real, this greyness that

isn't the real dark, but the place I'm lying enveloped by soft bedding and a bristling

quiet, it's like a hissing in the dark air. Lie still, no more than myself, exactly myself,

measured from head to toe, the motion of blood and paused sinew, whatever defines

me, this crackling in my head which pretends to be thought, and the strangest thing

of all, that it should feel like it's in my head, even with my eyes closed in this

shadowy darkness, not just anywhere in this body but somehow in the top of it, like

my brain really was the be all and end all of my being, the joy of who I am, my

personality.

Not who I am, that lump of electrified tissue, bundled synapse, but the sum of the

choices I have made, their consequence. Hope for me yet then, as if I could redefine

who I was through further choices, my future. Live in that hope, but lie here in the

absence of expectation, the facile absence of metaphorical light.

In this place, our bedroom, she comes to me, washed from the bathroom, dressed

in the pyjamas she likes to wear more than something less functional, less cosy. I

don't see her come into the room, don't so much hear it as feel it, her presence, and

then she's pulling at the duvet, letting herself in, writhing her body across the

mattress towards me, putting an arm across my chest, letting her palm rest open on

my chest. Are you okay she says quietly as if I might have been asleep, and I struggle

to say yes, mostly nodding. She presses her palm against my bare flesh, the hair

beneath my nipple and then moves it down, over my stomach. I can imagine the

shape she makes with her mouth as she hears my mumbled reply, and if I cared to

pull myself up I know I could see it for myself, but I only tense as her hand moves,

and try not to reveal this, though I know it would tell her little, this apprehension

being no more than human.

I have been lying on my back, my face up into the darkness, my hands by my sides,

and I want to be still, unresponsive as her hand goes over me, hesitating around the

waistband to my own pyjama bottoms, wanting to reassure herself but to leave no

chance of being rejected, tentative as if she could know my mind before she moves

again. I daresay I can let go, daresay I can perform, reassuring her that all may yet

be well between us, if this is what she wants.

But then she doesn't know the half of it, does she? Would she really want to go on

if she carried the burden of that knowledge? Could I face her if I thought she knew,
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the reproach that would always be there, the reproach that I have to carry for

myself? I must act this role, let my body be something more than me, beyond the

pressure of these thoughts, something she can enjoy as she pulls my pyjamas from

my legs, her head going briefly down towards my legs and then her face is back up

near my chest, going further, wanting to kiss me, her lips working over my cheek.

She is wrapping her legs over me, rubbing herself on the my tops of my thighs, my

hips, kissing my lips and reaching down between my legs to assure herself that this

is going to work, that we will somehow conjure love out of this darkness, love and

intimacy, the longing you are supposed to have for the other. She gasps a little, pulls

down her own pyjamas, and I have to wonder why she put them on at all, what

doubt this should signify.

I lift my hands to her buttocks, automatic and simple and I feel her tauten herself.

I can see her face in the greyness that is not darkness as she moves to squat on her

thighs, putting herself over me, sitting over me. She always prefers to go this way.

She is much more likely to reach an orgasm this way, and now she’s started it’s like

she has gone into a world of her own, her eyes and lips closed in tight concentration

on the movements of her groin. It’s easier that it should be this way for her, easier

for me to be in my own place, thinking of Marianne, what I have done, how sweet

it was (how bad it was) and how I could have been so wrong about, everything.

She’s finishing now, and I can let myself go, not something you can fake I know

but it seems you can surrender to it, as if it really was someone else’s body. She lets

herself flop forward onto me, her hair on my cheek, the smooth fabric of her pyjama

top on my naked skin.

I have done this much. I am what my actions have made me. This feels like

someone else’s body, whatever that would be like.
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