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Chapter One

I met Jan the day after my mother died. I had to go to the bank, over the road from my office.

It was an old-fashioned building with varnished wood panelling stuck all over with orange and yellow posters advertising credit cards, travellers’ cheques. In the posters there were photographs of beaming clerks with white smiles and glossy hair; underneath, behind the smeary glass shielding the counter, sat a middle-aged man with dirty hair combed back, counting notes. He reminded me of the man who’d given me my mother’s death certificate at the registrar’s earlier. He had the same dull look in his eyes, as if he were leafing through an old photograph album. Very faintly interested. In the bank there was the acid smell of handled money.

I joined a queue and stared at the people waiting, scouring their faces for information that would make me more settled. Although I wasn’t sad at all, I was disturbed, as if someone had stuck a big ladle in my brain and mixed it up like soup. Picking over other people’s faces, seeing if I could detect some clue in their eyes or their smiles, I felt comforted.

There was a haggard girl in a green overdress lounging in the queue next to me; her head was in profile against a bumpy green glass screen. She chewed gum with neglected teeth and I wondered if, when she slept, she looked at peace like everyone else. And what was it that came to her in sleep and left when she woke … where was that stillness?

As I was looking, my eye was caught by a blur behind the glass door of the bank. A man came in. He was only a little man, middle-aged, but he had all the bristling presence that lack of height necessitates to get you through life. When the doors shut it was as if the fresh air stayed inside with him. Some children are so full of energy they can’t stop still; in school choirs they rock from side to side. This man was like that. With every step he seemed to rise a bit, trying for extra height. Even when he stood still to assess which counter to go to, his eyes were moving, taking an inventory, one hand rubbing his hips, checking for his wallet, the other with the fingertips closed, gesturing slightly as if searching for a word. His eyes were green like marble. He headed for the foreign counter in front of the queue and jabbed at the bell for attention.

I looked him over thoroughly. Married? I thought not. His shirt was too crisp and jaunty, and his coat idly slung over one shoulder. He had a dry-cleaned look about him. It all proclaimed a single man. He’d never played football in the park with his kids. He perhaps played snooker, pingpong, card games … card games. I could picture him, skilfully dealing aces. But no good at outside, physical, sports. Did he live alone? Perhaps with another man. Just a friend. In great demand as the extra man at parties. Probably private means, I thought.

I took in every detail, the curve of his spine, the small, tight hips, the white, short-sleeved shirt. He’d cleaned his soft shoes that day. Or someone had. Immaculate. Faddy.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the myriad of tiny lines at the corners of his mouth, the delicate, feminine nostrils, the secret, warm and velvety skin just behind the lobes of the ears. I felt like a cat in the bushes who has spotted a bird, motionless, fascinated. And predatory.

The man turned as a girl approached the counter. They had something of an argument.

‘I’ll see if it’s ready,’ she said, sulkily, as she moved away.

‘I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t, dear.’ He looked at his watch impatiently, a quick movement of the wrist. He had a newspaper and a shiny green file with him; I suspected he carried it around with him as a woman carries a handbag, to give the impression that he was always busy, going somewhere. He opened it, looked at a piece of paper, then snapped it shut and, sighing, took a position against the wall with folded arms. I felt he held an answer in that vital body. Was it his pose? Jaunty, flaunting himself. Unashamed. The way his hair was brushed, straight back, carefully careless; the set of his head, stretching upward. All this in an older man, a man who was saying, in the way he stood: ‘Look at my past!’

Behind him, through the window of an office next door, a woman was moving around an enormous grey machine. Spider plants with brown tips lined the window-sill. The man moved over to look at a pile of leaflets on a table near me. He was three feet away from me. My body crackled. I shifted my feet. I put my hand up to my cheek. It was warm. I swallowed. Then the man caught my eye and smiled.

‘Waiting long?’ He had the low husky voice of someone who has spent hours in bars.

I broke into a faint sweat and went pink; then a cool, protective veil came over me. I said: ‘Yes, they organise things badly here.’ I hardly heard what I said. I gabbled, ‘And I’m in a hurry.’

‘They certainly do.’ He looked at his watch again, sighed, then pulled his paper from under his arm and studied it. The receptive smile on my face hung around, fading too slowly, foolishly. Eventually I felt my muscles return to their usual set pose as I stared doggedly at the back of the head in front of me, trying to cut myself off from him, to show I didn’t care.

‘I said, are you a betting woman?’ The man’s voice prised open my private, foggy world. ‘Polly’s Folly or Ardvaark, that’s what I want to know.’

I turned again. I was embarrassed. ‘Do I look like a betting woman?’ I asked. But I said it in a silly, flirtatious way. I didn’t mean to say it like that. It just came burbling out, without warning. My eyelashes fluttered and I tried to temper the slyly lascivious look that had crept into my eyes.

‘You look very nice,’ he said, responding to my look with a faint smile. I fought to dampen the sexual excitement that flickered inside me. I felt like a nanny who was out with a naughty child who makes friends with everyone in the street, trying hopelessly to curtail its intimate advances to strangers.

But he was right. I had noticed my shining skin that morning when I had got ready to go to the hospital to collect my mother’s effects. I dressed in a white silk suit, with a dab of scent, as if to say: ‘My mother is dead! Long live me! Look how tall I walk! Look what a woman I am now! Look at my shining hair, my white teeth … and if I laugh I’ll throw back my head and you’ll catch sight of my breasts, pulling at my silken blouse. Mine, not hers.’

‘Let’s have Polly’s Folly’, the man said, impatiently, tapping a pen against the paper, ‘I knew a Polly once. Now we’ll have to see whether we were right.’

As if there were more.

There was more, of course.

‘Pity you’re in a hurry or we could go to the betting shop together,’ he said, outside, as I walked towards the kerb. I very much wanted to stop walking but my sensible legs carried me on. After two steps I managed to slow down. My heart crashed inside me. I stood with a silly smile on my face and shrugged my shoulders helplessly. I hoped my secretary wasn’t watching me now as I stood, ridiculously smiling at a complete stranger in the street.

He stopped under an enormous poster advertising a golden packet of cigarettes; near us was a wide-mouthed concrete pot set into the pavement in which were planted a few dusty snapdragons.

‘You’ve got sad eyes,’ he said. He examined my face. ‘Unhappy marriage? Or aren’t you married?’

‘I wouldn’t be talking to strange men if I were,’ I said. Again, the coy, piping voice, hands clasped in front of me, as if some other self were taking over. I was unused to all this.

‘You’d be surprised how many do,’ he said.

‘Oh, hundreds, are there?’ I heard myself give a pleasantly girlish laugh. It didn’t sound like me. But he didn’t change his expression. He kept staring at me.

‘A death,’ he said.

‘My mother,’ I said, and suddenly I was speaking to him directly, ‘But I’m not sad about it.’ I didn’t want him to think I was sad.

‘You’re not. I wasn’t sad when my father died, either. A good case for getting out the flags.’ He smiled at me. ‘I’d like to see you again,’ he said, shifting his weight to his other foot, tucking his paper under his arm and staring at me. I would like to have had that paper to keep, because it was his. It was fuzzy at the folds.

I felt myself relaxing. ‘That would be nice. Perhaps I could give you my phone number?’

A juggernaut passed down the road as I spoke, trailing a bitter cloud of exhaust. The pavement was, for a moment, misty with fumes. I coughed and the man pulled his coat around him as if I had offended him.

‘I was thinking of tonight,’ he said, as the juggernaut rolled into the distance.

‘I’m going out,’ I said. Inadvertently I blurted out the truth. My mother wouldn’t have handled things like this. A friend was going to take me out to dinner to cheer me up. It had been a kind thought, though probably she had asked me to cheer herself up. It’s nice when other people are sad. Not that I was sad, of course.

‘A pity,’ the man said. And for a moment I thought he was going to turn and walk away. I started to panic. Luckily he paused slightly, his eyes grew cold, and he said, ‘You could put it off, couldn’t you? If you really wanted to.’ There was to be no second chance. And, standing on the dirty pavement with a stranger, I was surprised to hear myself say:

‘Where shall I meet you?’

*
I nearly tripped over the plastic bag from the hospital when I got home, so I put it under the hall table. I put my files from work on top – full of hundreds of hopeful applications for a vacant post at the big company where I worked as personnel officer. I looked at the bag, a squat bundle in the corner of my hall, stuffed under the table. Inside were my mother’s things, her night-dress, her toothbrush, her dressing-gown, her half-finished paperback. A thriller.

Only ten days ago I had guided her shuffling steps to the hospital, held her arm to help her to the lifts; that morning I had walked boldly out of the hospital with nothing but her absence, a bag full of her belongings and a bit of paper in my hand. There weren’t just my mother’s ‘effects’ in that plastic bag; there was something almost tangible which was ‘not my mother’ as well. The glimpse of her scarlet dressing-gown cord slipping out of the top of the bag was a reminder. It was like looking at life as a black and white negative; my mother seemed like one of those white shapes, all shadows in reverse. Print it up and there is a sparkling, smiling figure against a pale background; but in negative the background is black and the person is only defined by shadows of absence. But still there. Not gone.

The telephone rang. I had to climb over dustsheets in the sitting room to get to it. The builders, who were altering my kitchen and taking down a wall, had moved it behind a packing-case full of saucepans.

‘I’m worried about this man.’ It was Dyna, an old friend I’d been going to see that evening. I think she was disappointed I’d put her off. ‘He just picked you up in a bank and now you’re going out to dinner with him? Today of all days? You don’t even know his name and where he lives? Or what he does? It doesn’t sound very promising.’

But I couldn’t explain to her that it wasn’t like she thought it was. Or at least I didn’t see it like that at the time. I just saw his bright eyes in my mind and felt myself slowly coming alive. This man offered hope. And I didn’t want to stay in that evening, thinking about my mother. And what I had done to her. I wanted to know if Polly’s Folly had won.

*
I felt ill at ease when Jan picked me up. Too much makeup, too much scent – I had taken too much care all round. I wobbled when I got into his car and trapped my coat in the door. He turned up the tape loud and said, ‘Listen to this!’ Raw Jamaican love songs filled the air. At the lights he rocked from side to side and clapped his hands. As we swerved round corners he went so fast I was almost thrown across to his seat. Eventually we came to a mews and he parked in front of someone’s garage. It was twilight and there was the smell of warm plane trees mixed with cooking. I pointed to a notice which said, ‘Please do not park. Garage in constant use’. He said nothing, just smiled at me, took my elbow and steered me into a restaurant.

‘Hello! Meester Jan!’ The pretty girl at the coats counter burst out smiling when she saw him. Behind her were racks of coats, fedoras. Her saucer was full of fifty pence pieces and a few pound notes. There was a smell of hot garlic and crunchy bread, and the buzz of conversation. I walked straight into a smoky mirror, pretended to laugh, and squeezed nervously past Jan as he pushed open the inner door to the restaurant to let me through. I suddenly regretted coming at all. I was sure that he often picked women up and brought them here; I was sure the check-in girl was laughing at me. ‘Meester Jan … and another of hees women!’ And some unspeakable arm gesture to signify what he was going to do with me later.

The door was taken by an Italian in a red shirt bursting out of a black waistcoat. ‘Good evening, Meester Jan,’ he said. Big smile. ‘Signora,’ he added, looking at me. No, he’d not seen me before. This was a new one. With a balletic sweep of his arm he showed us into a dark alcove with heavy, gold wallpaper and black, furry seats. In the middle was a low, gilded table with a saucer of peanuts and books of matches on top.

‘A drink before your meal?’ As we sat down he towered over us, notepad in hand. I ordered a vodka. I needed it.

Jan fingered the collar of his shirt, stretched forward to reach for some nuts, and then, putting one leg over the other, ankle on knee, said, ‘You see I’ve brought you to a favourite place of mine first time.’ He leant over to me slightly as he reached into his pocket for a silver cigarette case.

‘Smoke?’ he asked. He was preoccupied with lighting his cigarette.

‘Only when I go out with strange men,’ I replied. Again, the hideous coyness came over me.

‘Do you often pick up strange men?’ he asked.

‘You picked me up,’ I said.

He leant forward and pulled an onyx ashtray towards him. ‘Did I? I thought we picked each other up.’

In the low light I could see he was very white. He had the tired, ashen look of a man who lives on nervous energy. His face was foxy with a pointed nose and a small mouth and I wondered how it would feel to kiss it. His hair was soft, greyish; I wondered, if I put my hand round the back of his neck, how the nape would feel, how warm and soft.

‘You have a desperate look, you know,’ he said, after a while, but he said it kindly, ‘Under that professional exterior. It’s like a flaw in a piece of marble … I like it.’

‘I hoped I kept it hidden,’ I said.

‘No, you don’t at all,’ he said. ‘That’s why it’s attractive.’

The restaurant was very crowded when we sat at our table in the corner. The room was painted white, with spotlights, and at the tables sat pretty girls with their lovers making bright splotches of colour, and wealthy elderly couples, pushing their spectacles up onto their heads to read the menu. Two of the men wore dark glasses even though it was the evening. It was hot and heavy; people wore white jackets, some girls bared their shoulders, and tossed their hair. We sat next to each other, our knees nearly touching, though I tried to withdraw mine. Jan sat with his legs outstretched, expansive, staring at the huge menu. I sat scrunched by his side, withdrawn into my jacket, feeling nervous. I sipped at my refilled glass. I felt the vodka trickle down inside me, oozing right into every limb, warming me and licking at me, a great protective glow. Seeing Jan engrossed in the list of starters I took a great gulp and finished the whole glass. I felt better.

‘Polly’s Folly won,’ he said, putting the menu down and signalling the waiter over to order. ‘So we might have some champagne. To celebrate.’

When it arrived I took another gulp. He just sipped at his and wiped his mouth with his table-napkin.

‘I had a difficult morning,’ I said, by way of explanation, as I put my glass down. ‘I had to get my mother’s death certificate. And her effects.’

Jan was looking at someone in the centre of the room. He nodded at her with a smile, and raised his hand in acknowledgement. Then he turned back to me.

‘How did she die?’ he asked.

I turned my glass, pinching the stem with my fingers. I hoped I hadn’t lost the lipstick on my mouth already, by drinking too much and licking my lips. ‘Cancer,’ I said, ‘but at the hospital she had to be … ah … I think they say “put out of her pain”.’

‘Yes, indeed. Tough.’ He turned his whole body very slightly towards me, as if he were paying me more attention now. ‘It takes courage, of course, to go along with that.’

‘I didn’t go along with it!’ I said, ‘I had to plead with the doctors to do it.’ I was shocked at myself for admitting so quickly what had happened. And to a stranger.

‘Even more courageous,’ he said, ‘I was only picking my words.’ He looked into my face solemnly, scanning it. It was a very searching, personal look. I was flattered.

I’d been wrong about quite a lot of things about him. He lived on his own. He had been married, eighteen years before, in Australia, and had two grown-up sons. He never saw them. He dealt in coins, and owned a small shop. He’d just finished an affair with a foreign woman. He didn’t play cards, but he liked betting. He was always in debt.

At the end of the meal he said, ‘I’m not a good prospect. Mothers keep their daughters away from me.’

‘Mine would probably have kept you for herself,’ I said. I was a little drunk by this time. I thought of her as she had been in her prime – spectacular, beautiful, with glowing, olive skin, and that vulnerable, weepy look in her eyes that men found so irresistable.

‘Was she attractive?’

I nodded. ‘Very,’ I said.

‘Then you’re like her,’ said Jan, putting his head on one side. ‘Her attractive daughter. That must have made problems.’

‘Taxi drivers used to say we looked like sisters,’ I said. I hoped I hadn’t said ‘sishters’.

‘Of course. She was paying.’

A very small Italian waiter came round pushing an enormous sweet trolley. He stood beside it like an old-fashioned organ-grinder, smiling and pointing. ‘Fresh raspberries? Profiteroles? Wild strawberries?’ I shook my head.

‘Just coffee,’ said Jan, brusquely. He turned back to me, put his elbows on the table, and leaned on his hands. ‘Tell me about today,’ he said.

‘I had such a time this morning,’ I said. ‘I felt I ought to thank the Sister who’d actually administered the injection and as I passed a flower shop on the way to the hospital I picked a rather dried-up azalea.’ I started to giggle because I knew the end of the story. ‘I got into the Sister’s office. She was sitting at her desk in her blue and white uniform, writing. We both looked at each other. She said: “I’m sorry”, which was silly because I’d come to thank her for … well, ending my mother’s life. But I couldn’t bring myself to say “Thank you”. So I just put the azalea on her desk and said, “This is for you. You do know how to look after them, don’t you? This one is quite dried up and it desperately needs water or it’ll die.” Of all the plants to give her!’ I felt a great weight roll off my head as I talked. ‘Why that one?’

‘Why not deadly nightshade?’ said Jan.

He helped me to coffee. Beside us an elderly couple were taking off their coats and smilingly apologising to us for knocking our plates as they settled themselves. The man said: ‘… after which I decided you can’t trust the Good Food Guide.’

‘No, frozen vegetables just don’t taste the same,’ said the woman, reaching for the menu. Her dress was sleeveless and showed her yellow tired arms and on one hand, where the skin hung loosely and emphasised two swollen rivers of vein, glittered a diamond ring. She was older than my mother. Sillier. Still alive.

‘And the injection,’ I said. I had to tell him everything. I wanted to spill it all out. I wanted to tell the whole restaurant and see what they thought.

‘What was the injection?’ he asked. ‘Do they tell you? I’ve always wondered.’

‘I went in today and this houseman had to sign the death certificate. He was a tired looking lad. And I asked him, I said: “If I’d had that injection I wouldn’t have died, would I?” And do you know what he said? He said, “Well, er, I wouldn’t say that exactly.” What did he mean?’

‘You know what he meant,’ said Jan, putting his hand over mine. I wasn’t sure if he were holding it in a friendly way or a sexy way. But it would have been inappropriate for him to hold it sexily at that stage.

‘Let’s have some brandy.’

‘I wish I hadn’t told you all that,’ I said, suddenly, frightened that Jan might think I was just a mad woman who went round confiding in strangers. ‘I only told you because you seemed sympathetic.’

‘You did the right thing,’ he said. ‘You know that, don’t you?’

(When I had told Dyna she’d said nothing except, ‘Oh, don’t. Oh, dear. Oh, don’t.’)

‘But I had to,’ I burst out.

‘Of course. It hasn’t really come home to you yet. Come home – the necessity to be miserable.’

‘Oh no, it’s come home to me. I didn’t want her to live,’ I said. I had certainly had too much to drink. ‘But I manage to fool people. When I told my secretary what had happened I got tears in my eyes.’

‘One of life’s roll-over specials, tears in the eyes,’ said Jan, ‘automatic replay when wet.’

I laughed. ‘And a lump in the throat opens gate.’

‘So you play pinball, too,’ he said, leaning over conspiratorially. ‘Of course you would. A solitary game. As for lumps in the throat, you have me there,’ he added. His green eyes were gleeful. We shared a secret. ‘I wouldn’t know about lumps in the throat myself.’ He poured me some more champagne, and we sat there, smiling joyously at each other. I didn’t feel sad. I felt I was celebrating.

Afterwards, he didn’t suggest going back for a drink or going on to a club; he drove me straight home. I don’t usually like being driven. I hate to listen to someone talking foolishness all evening and then have to submit to them by being driven. Every aggressive gear change, every lofty glance in the driving mirror seems to be designed to irritate me and make me feel small. But I was happy to let Jan drive. His driving didn’t seem a threat to me. I luxuriated in it. He had a right to drive me. As we approached my house I became anxious that I had been selfish in my conversation and that I hadn’t let him have the freedom he’d given me. He slowed down. Was he going to turn the engine off? Was he going to park so that I could invite him back? It was raining softly, a hot, steamy rain. The street was bathed in dampness, white streaks of reflected light on the tarmac. Even in the middle of the city there was the fetid smell of things growing, as if under the damp pavements the earth were groaning and heaving to elbow its way up through the cracks.

Jan double-parked. I had the feeling that he was just going to drop me off and that I’d never see him again. I wanted to talk to him all night, move him into my house and keep him there; instead I was so alarmed by my feelings I behaved like a talking doll.

‘That certainly was fun! Thank you!’ I clutched my bag tightly.

Inside I was holding on to my feelings like a lone fisherman might hang onto a shoal of fish he has netted by himself. A lonely, dark figure, hanging over the side of the boat, straining with all his might in the moonlight.

Jan switched off the engine and turned and looked at me. ‘It was fun,’ he said, slowly, considering seriously what I’d said. ‘You know this morning I thought you were an attractive woman I’d like to go to bed with.’

‘Thank you,’ I put in, automatically. Perhaps I shouldn’t say thank you, I thought. Perhaps that statement was an insult.

‘I’d still like to go to bed with you, of course. But now I’m hesitant.’ He took my hand, turned it palm upwards and ran one finger round the edge. Why had I made him hesitate? I wondered. What had I done wrong?

‘I don’t want this – you and me – to be the same old thing. I’m past all that. I’ve seduced more women … well … you get bored. I’m only open to serious offers, now,’ he said, releasing my hand, ‘I’m too old to get much kick out of sexual scores. Too easy.’ He looked into the windscreen and I hated to think of the number of women who’d sat in my seat while he had chalked them up in his book. ‘This time I want it to be different.’

I was intrigued but shocked at the idea. It was a shameful concept, almost disgusting, like pornography. I wasn’t used to things being serious, honest or different.

‘I’d like that,’ I said. But I said it coolly. I couldn’t let him see how desperate I was.

‘I want to see you tomorrow,’ he said. He was just a dark silhouette against the window. ‘I want to see you the next night. I want to kiss you very much. But I also want to wait.’

I just nodded. I didn’t trust myself to say anything. He leant across me to open the car door. As he did, his head brushed against my breast. I caught the smell of warm shampoo and the sweet, cheap aftershave on his skin. He held his head there a few seconds, then moved.

And when I went into the house the sight of the plastic bag of my mother’s things didn’t worry me as much as before. Not quite.


Chapter Two

Nothing had seemed real for some time now. Everything was blank. I could hardly remember my own name at some moments but I always knew I was Marie Evert’s daughter. Her beautiful daughter. Beautiful Marie Evert’s daughter. When I tried to think about myself there was only a humming sound in my mind as if a big metal door had recently been slammed shut. On the way to work that day the streets looked second-hand as if they’d been filmed a minute before and played back as I arrived. When I bought a paper and the man at the stand said ‘Good morning,’ the words didn’t synchronise with his lips, so it seemed as if they had been poorly dubbed from another language. I walked through the gates of the park and immediately afterwards had to walk through them again. I looked at my watch. Midday. But how could it be when I left my house at eight? What had I been doing since then? I would be late for work. But when I looked at my watch again it was only quarter to nine.

Dusty plane trees with patchy trunks dangled their knobbly brown seeds above me. We had one in the garden at home. ‘Like eczema,’ my mother had said, as she stopped me picking at the bark. By the pond was a big painted map with a sign saying: ‘You Are Here’ but I didn’t feel as if I were there. Anyway, someone had scratched the end of the arrow away so it just showed a stained patch of wood. Nearby two small children were playing, rolling on the ground, covering their faces with their hands they were giggling so much, making silly faces while a third child looked on, mesmerised, her tongue sticking out of her mouth. I watched the scene intently to see if I could learn their secret. I couldn’t put my finger on anything but the concentration cleared my mind for a moment. Now I could see my office over the trees, a tall block that reached so high into the sky that from below it seemed to curve sideways, to fall.

When I got into my office, Viola, my secretary, told me that Audra, the senior personnel officer, wanted to see me. She was soaked in scent and thick foundation had collected in the lines on her face; she jangled with gilt chains. I used to hear my mother coming, too, but her sound was the discreet ring of silver bangle against polished wood bracelet.

‘You poor darling. What a lot you’ve been through. And yet, in the circumstances, relief. Or perhaps I shouldn’t say it.’ Between each statement Audra’s sympathetic eyes gauged my reaciton and as I sat at my desk I adjusted my face to fool her, mouth pulled down. If I looked sad maybe I would feel sad, I thought. I wished I could feel as sorry as she looked. I felt nothing. I was reminded of going to the zoo when I was young and searching in those empty glass boxes where tree-frogs or stick insects were meant to dwell; sometimes I spotted them but often there was nothing there at all except a pile of old twigs and old dried-up bowl.

‘Take time to get over this,’ she said, ‘As long as you like. I won’t be checking up on you. It hasn’t come home to you, yet. It will.’

I thought: I do hope it does.

I went to my mother’s house that afternoon. We had lived by the river and as I went up the steps to the front door I was a child again, the long, grey school socks rubbing underneath my knees, my satchel bumping on my bottom, and a ‘grown-up’ look on my face that gave the impression that I was a sensible, sophisticated child. My heart used to beat as I put the key in the door, hoping, each day I returned from school, that she wouldn’t be there in case today she might not be quite ‘herself’. But occasionally she was there and would greet me, charming, beautiful, with a big, warm smile: ‘Darling! Did you have an awful day? Let’s have some tea.’ China tea. I would have preferred a mug of milk and toast and jam like the other girls got, but much later I came to like my mother’s China tea.

I put my key in the lock. I went into the dark hall and shut the door. Her black coat still hung on the peg as she had left it on the day I had taken her to the hospital. I touched it. When I took my hand away one of her hairs was on my hand, black, with a tiny, greasy, white root. I shivered and shook it to the floor.

In her shopping basket was a tin of cat food and a crumpled plastic bag. Where was the cat? I turned to go into the sitting room. I steeled myself. I expected to see her on the sofa. I could imagine her with a drink in her hand, swaying slightly. She would be wearing her dressing-gown and there would be white yoghurt stains down the front. ‘Hello, darling,’ she’d say in a limpid voice. ‘Have a drink.’

I put my hand on the door and moved it open slightly. The room was empty. That meant she really had died.

No one had opened the windows for days and there was a hot stuffiness inside. I could almost smell her. But everything was tidy and in its place. The brown velvet sofa; the table inlaid with shell and ebony; the long, white curtains. It all looked polished and plumped up; but the windows hadn’t been cleaned for a long while; they were covered with tiny flecks of dust, like newsprint.

I sat down on the sofa. Copies of glossy magazines lay on the low table; and there was a framed photograph of my mother with everyone in the furniture department at Haussmann’s, the big store where she had worked as their top buyer. There were mother-of-pearl coasters and little dishes for cocktail snacks, as if she had always been expecting old friends to drop in. But for the last few years, when she had been suffering from depression, only I had dropped in. She would sit on the sofa, staring at me with howling damp eyes, sucking me in. Her shoulders were tensed, her kneecaps bony, her hands trembled and her long neck was hidden by a bulky scarf. Somewhere in that hunched figure she was hiding. I would look for her, slyly, pretending I was doing something else. But she never appeared, except occasionally, as if she moved away from a distorting mirror to wave briefly to a friend.

I went upstairs and started to open the drawers in the chest in her bedroom and took out her clothes, stuffing them with great energy into big plastic sacks to take to a charity shop. I could have used them. I never had qualms about wearing my mother’s clothes. As I put on one of her jerseys, I used to enjoy feeling that for once she was really with me and that I possessed her because I was her. But now I just wanted to get rid of everything. Her sighs were all around me, clouding the air; there was an ache in the room like a tune. I stripped the sheets and blankets off her bed and took her dresses out of the wardrobe in big clumps of threes and fours.

On the way down the stairs I plucked the pictures off the walls. Like picking apples. I cleared out the kitchen cupboards, the desk drawers, the broom cupboard. At the back there was a trunk of memorabilia. Inside were the first locks of my hair in an envelope: ‘Baba’s hair’ she had written on the front. Her writing was firm and courageous then. My first birthday card to her was there and a tiny pair of blue leather shoes. There were also letters from men she’d had affairs with. ‘Darling Marie, I long to see you this weekend … on our own at last …’ I tore them up and put them in the dustbin. There was also a photograph of her and my father before I was born. That was before he had been killed in the war. He looked so handsome and strong. They were a fine couple, full of promise. Made for each other.

My mother had been beautiful when she was younger. Everyone had said so. They had all said how lucky I was to look so like her. And yet I didn’t look quite like her. She had something – a quivering mouth, an unsure set to her head, moist eyes, like an endangered species – something that made her rare, special.

In the hospital she had become thin. A skeletal body, breasts hanging like empty purses, between her legs a dark hole surrounded by a few strands of pubic hair that I had glimpsed when, after a successful transfusion, she had suddenly thrown off the covers, put her knees up and inexplicably pulled her nightdress over her face. In the last years of her life she seemed in love with me; she certainly needed me like a lover.

Would Jan have found her attractive? He’d said my desperate look was like a flaw in a piece of marble. Perhaps that was what made my mother attractive, too. He’d wanted to see me that night. I wanted his mouth on my mouth, lips blended together. ‘This time I want it to be different,’ he’d said.

There was a ring at the bell. It was a young neighbour in a suit holding my mother’s cat.

‘Thank you,’ I said, taking the cat from him. ‘I’m afraid I’d forgotten about him in these last few days. Can I pay you for the food you’ve given him?’

At the mention of money his face softened.

‘Of course not,’ he said, ‘I’m sorry about all this …’ he added, gesturing vaguely. ‘If there’s anything else I can do …’

I shook my head.

‘Any offers on the place yet? Or aren’t you putting it up for sale?’

‘Not yet.’ The cat, a black male, struggled in my arms.

‘You’d get a good price for it,’ he said, looking around and comparing it with his own house next door.

‘I hope so.’ He lingered. He wanted to go round the whole place, I could see, and when I suggested it he was grateful. He suggested a few structural changes and ideas for concreting over the garden and building a studio at the top. I imagined my mother getting angry at his plans so I just said: ‘Yes, that might be a good idea,’ in a flat voice. Then he talked about capital gains and mentioned a few estate agents and left.

I looked around at the room. Nothing. Just the heavy silence of unused furniture. The last time I’d been there on my own was a year ago, long before it was found she had cancer. She had collapsed and been taken to hospital and I’d come to collect her things. On the table was a half-empty bottle of whisky, around it were scattered hundreds of white pills. Under the whisky bottle was a note, written in a shaky hand: ‘I’m sorry, my darling. I just can’t face any more. I do love you. Mummy.’ And my first reaction was to gather up those pills and put them into a plastic bag in case she failed this time and wanted to try again.

I opened the front door and looked outside. It was six o’clock. The sun edged narrowly along the street. There was the faraway hiss of a hose, and from other kitchens came the comfortable clinking sound of families preparing for supper. A door was open and the young neighbour had changed out of his suit into jeans and was loading cases, boxes, hampers into the back of an enormous car. A family going away for the weekend.

The windows of my mother’s house were blinded with drawn curtains; the grey, plastic dustbins outside overflowed with old clothes, food packets, albums. One empty milk bottle stood on the step casting a long, watery shadow on the stone.

I double-locked the empty house and loaded the plastic sacks into my car to drop into the charity shop on the way back. Then I went back for the cat. When I handed him over to the vet he turned on me and scratched me right down my arm. I was glad I was seeing Jan that night.

*
The builders had pulled down a wall while I had been away. The ground floor of my house was covered with a thin film of grey dust. All the furniture was covered with sheets, stiffened with patches of dried paint, and the place looked like a moonscape. It didn’t look like my house any more. Everywhere was in a state of upheaval. There was nowhere I could go to be myself. Paintpots, old pails full of dirty water, rolled up pieces of torn polythene lined the hall, and there was a note at the foot of the stairs saying: ‘There are big problems. We must talk tomorrow – Elijah.’ Elijah was the builder. He was always coming up against ‘big problems’ which inevitably resulted in his going home early and discussing things with me the following day. The discussions involved not only joists but religion, Elijah having been born again while he was doing repairs on a Pentecostal church. I walked up the stairs to my room. My feet dragged on the dustsheets, pulling them off the steps. I opened my wardrobe and looked at my clothes. For Jan I had to look astonishing. But when I held my clothes against me they looked worn and ill-fitting like garments from a jumble sale. In the mirror my blank face brought a dullness and dowdiness to them. I started to panic. What on earth could I wear? I shouldn’t have given away all my mother’s clothes. She would have had something – that grey and silver jersey that I had always envied. Why hadn’t I kept that? I looked at my watch. Half past seven. Jan would be here at eight. Why hadn’t I gone shopping that day and bought something that would have made me look a sensation like one of those girls in the restaurant last night?

I sat down on the bed crying with frustration. I would write Jan a note saying: ‘I’m not good enough for you. Forget it.’ Suddenly I wanted to kill myself. But in the end I decided that as the suit had gone down well yesterday I’d simply wear it again. I thought: I mustn’t change myself one bit from yesterday or everything will go wrong. And if everything goes wrong I’m finished. I had a bath and washed my hair. When I was in the middle of towelling it dry the bell rang. I put the towel round me and ran downstairs, irritated. I opened the door and Jan was there.

I said, ‘Come in!’ as if I were reading a script for the first time. There was no meaning in it, because I couldn’t believe that he had really come. I had forgotten what he looked like except for his eyes and now I saw him I wondered how I had found him so difficult to remember. I hastily tried to stuff all my thoughts out of sight in my mind in case he saw them. I stood woodenly waiting for him to come in, holding myself in check in case I leapt on him and clung to him.

Jan folded up the paper he was reading and as he walked past me he kissed me on the cheek. ‘As I’m a bit early I can watch you change,’ he said. His husky voice dribbled through my body like a strong drink. ‘I want to see you look nice for me.’

He came up to my bedroom and stood by the door. In the mirror I could see that he, too, was wearing the same clothes as he’d worn the day before. But it looked as if he hadn’t taken his off at all since then. His collar was crumpled; his cheek looked red and sore. I sat in my towel, drying my hair. The joint of my elbow ached and creaked. I could hear my body squeak as I moved. Behind me I heard a movement and I saw in the mirror that Jan had my bra in his hand and he was smiling. I smiled back but I felt confused and sick inside. He said, ‘Promise me I can take this off you later.’

‘We’ll see,’ I said, turning and holding out my hand. My voice sounded prim and sniggering.

‘That’s not good enough,’ he said, getting up and coming over to me, ‘I want a promise.’ And he leant forward and kissed me, gripping painfully on my wrist. He twisted my arm behind my back until it hurt. The hairdryer roared on the bed. ‘Do you promise?’ he said. ‘Do you? Do you?’

His mouth was warm and soft, his tongue slid inside my mouth and I closed my eyes. Then he pulled slowly away and ruffled my hair.

‘Let’s go out and eat quickly, and then go back and make love to each other,’ he said urgently, coming close again. ‘I want you, I’ve wanted you all day. I want to sit in a restaurant with you, slip my hand under the table, and up your skirt, till I can feel the warm, wet of you, and hear you pant, and I want to feel your leg against mine, and yet everyone in the restaurant, they won’t know, they won’t be able to see what we’re doing under the table.’ He pulled me up slowly. ‘I want you,’ he whispered, pulling me closer. And I could feel him, hot and hard against my thigh. ‘I want, when we’re out, I want to reach under the table, pull down your pants, so the roughness of the seat scrapes at your flesh, and then I want you to reach over, slowly, reach down, wrap your hand around me …’

Then he pushed me away, rather brusquely, and smiled at my face. I think I was swaying. I might have been moaning. I held his waist to support me. I ached for him.

Then he relaxed his grip. ‘Hurry up and change,’ he said, ‘I’ve been thinking about you all day.’ He stood back and put a hand nervously through his hair. ‘I’ll find myself a drink,’ he said. ‘I need one.’

When I got downstairs he was standing looking out of the window. He seemed preoccupied in my house; his pose had none of the usual halting deference of a guest. He was standing in my room as if it were a hotel reception area, a man quite on his own, making no concessions to his surroundings at all. I went up to him and put my hand on his shoulder and he turned and smiled.

‘I’d like to stay here but I have to go back to my house,’ he said. ‘Can you give me a lift? My car. I had a little problem yesterday.’

‘Oh, that’s why you look so …’

‘Yes,’ he said, too quickly, putting his drink down unfinished.

On the way we stopped for a pizza. He asked me for ten pence for a phone call after we’d ordered. I watched him walk away across the tiled floor, watched his tight hips, the cheeky bounce in his walk.

Nearby, at a red table set for four, a lonely, neat African sat on his own. His face was pitted and frightened and he had tried to part his curly hair. Loneliness clung around him like cold steam.

When Jan came back he said, ‘All clear.’ Under the table his knees touched mine and sometimes he leant forward to touch my thigh with his fingers. When the pizzas arrived he picked the olives off his own and fed them to me one by one, holding out his hand for me to spit the stones into his palm. His skin had the slight brown shininess of age.

‘I suppose there’ll be a funeral,’ he said over coffee.

‘She didn’t want a funeral. But you have to have some sort of service, apparently. I’m not going,’ I said.

‘No, it would be treacherous,’ he said. His remark made me alive and tingling.

‘Are you treacherous?’ I asked reflectively, but really I was listening eagerly for his answer. I wanted him to say: yes. I looked at his shrewd, green eyes and they seemed full of lively plots. I felt excited. I wanted to be sucked into his tricky, devious world; away from my nothingness.

‘I’m not to be trusted,’ he said. He looked regretful. Then he leaned back in his chair and laughed knowingly. ‘But you’re none too straight yourself, are you?’

It was as if he had reached forward and plunged his hand down my throat, touching something hidden inside me. When our eyes met it seemed as if they shook hands, furtively, clinching some secret deal.

*
Outside his house there was a bottle of milk which had turned yellow during the day. Jan picked it up and turned the key in the lock. Inside the door he picked up some newspapers from the floor and some post. There was a short bark, a clatter of paws, and a little dog appeared in the hall wagging its tail. When it saw me it stopped and growled.

‘The bloody dog,’ said Jan, leafing through the post, ‘that’s the last thing I needed.’

I was about to ask the dog’s name but self-consciousness had glued my lips together in an expectant smile. My mother’s mouth was the same. When I had visited her, her lips took ages to part when she first said hello. I used to think: Speak! Speak to yourself sometimes for God’s sake! Keep in practice! Don’t just speak when I’m here!

Jan pushed forward in front of me to the living room and turned on the lights. The curtains were drawn and the room was small and tidy, the furniture all in the same style as if he’d moved in a year before and bought the contents all at once in a sale. My mother would have hated the decor; it was just the kind of cheap, glossy functional furniture she refused to buy for the business. But the vulgarity of the white leatherette sofa, the shaggy, buff carpet, the ceiling dotted with sunken spotlights excited and shocked me and made my skin prickle.

On the smoked glass table was a note and some keys. Jan scooped up the keys and picked up the note. He frowned as he read it. I watched him reading, and tried to suck out some of the words towards me as they travelled from the paper to his eyes. He screwed it up and put it into his pocket.

The telephone rang and he said, ‘Have a drink. I’ll take this upstairs.’ He left, and shortly I heard the bell as he put the receiver down. Upstairs the floor creaked as if he were moving about.

I want to be here for ever, I thought, hearing you in a far-off room. Then I looked around, touching the furniture, moving the curtains, scanning his books for titles that would give me more information about him. I moved the curtains, stroked the material, caressed the aluminium of the chairs, searching for clues. On the record-player was a piece of Hawaian music. Now why did he like that? Or perhaps music was his one blind spot. On the mantelpiece there was a page torn from a magazine with a photograph of a horse on it, surrounded by people. There was the back of a man’s head, perhaps Jan’s, and an out-of-focus woman, small, with wispy hair and a big smile. Someone had scrawled: ‘Fame at last!’ on the top and drawn arrows to the two heads. By Jan’s was written ‘Your BIG ‘ed!’ I looked at his post, which he’d left on a table, and picked up the envelopes slowly, one by one, memorising the order and angles at which they lay. There was an electricity bill, with Jan’s name and address, printed by a computer. A bank statement. A card from a friend written in a big, loopy scrawl and full of exclamation marks. Under that was a snapshot of Jan on holiday. I put all the papers back but still started when Jan came in. I thought: he can see into my mind.

He was wearing nothing except a clean pair of trousers. His hair was wet and combed back.

‘That’s better,’ he said, sitting down with a drink on the sofa opposite and closing his eyes. ‘Relationships,’ he said. ‘They start up like forest fires and then when they die down you spend months jumping on the embers.’

I felt a great relief.

Then he said, ‘Did you see that African at the pizza place? He was sad, wasn’t he? No one.’

‘I think his father was proud of him,’ I said.

Jan swung his feet up onto the sofa and started to talk gesturing in the air and looking ahead at the wall as if he were speaking to someone else.

‘My father used to say to me: “It’s a great thing, lad, to have a son you can talk to.” Made me feel fucking infantile.’

(Fucking infantile. I would have said ‘childish’, I would have thought ‘childish’. I couldn’t get the phrase out of my head it seemed so apt and crude. My mother would never have said anything like that.)

‘Today I had an offer from a man who wanted to go into some coin business. He asked me if I’d be the adviser. So I said: “How much?” And do you know what he said? “Nothing up front. This is a jam tomorrow situation.” Jam tomorrow situation! He’s a man I met ten years ago. It was on a race course in Sydney. His horse had come in at ten to one …’

As he talked I looked at him, barely listening. When was he going to kiss me? Would he hurt me? Would he push his tongue into my mouth and pull my breasts against his bare chest? I couldn’t concentrate on what he was saying, though I sat with a politely expectant smile on my face. Was I sitting correctly? Did I look too tense and shy? My face ached; I felt like a still from a film, frozen until a director chose to flip the switch. I thought: I mustn’t move or disagree with anything you say or you will disappear. In my mind I saw my own lonely house, the furniture hidden under dustsheets in the dark, the cry of a hungry cat outside, uncurtained windows staring into the blackness.

Eventually he stopped talking and looked at me for a while. Then he said, ‘Why don’t you take your clothes off and come over to me.’

I walked over to the sofa. ‘I said take your clothes off, not keep them on,’ he said, pulling down my pants. ‘Next time you do what I say, whatever I say, okay? Whatever I say.’

He unbuttoned my clothes, pushed my pants down my legs and pulled me down beside him. I could feel the heat of him through his trousers. Then he pulled me down onto the sofa and put himself inside me. He was hot and hard. ‘You’re mine, now, do you understand,’ he said. ‘Mine. I want us to be together always.’

Inside I heard myself jumping and laughing for joy. I remembered rolling down a hill at my grandmother’s house in the country once when I was small, and going faster and faster, collecting the grass cuttings on my legs, ending up helpless with happiness and laughter at the bottom of the hill.

In the morning Jan kissed me goodbye and said he’d ring me. Outside I felt empty walking towards my car. The sky was grey and dull like a hangover. A cage around a sapling was stuffed with cans; a skip overflowed with black plastic sacks. A keen looking man with a beard rode a bicycle purposefully along the road, going somewhere. He didn’t look at me. I looked back at Jan’s house. Jan was still there. He reached down and picked up his milk to bring it into his house. Then he shut the door. I thought: I don’t want to go home. I want to be like that bottle of milk. I want you to take me in and shut the door.


Chapter Three

The last thing I wanted to do when I got back was to talk to the builders. I wanted to be quiet for as long as possible, reliving all the moments with Jan the night before. It had been like a dream, and the longer I stayed asleep the longer I could stay with him in my mind. I wanted to curl up and close my eyes and remember his arms round me, breathe in the smell of his skin, set my ears for the low timbre of his voice. With any luck I might be able to stay like that, cocooned in memory, until I saw him again.

But the moment I opened my front door there was the jarring noise of the radio and the clanking of a bucket; cold air from an open door at the back swept through the house slamming the door behind me, and a loud voice shouted, ‘Hello there!’

Elijah was waiting for me in the kitchen, sitting at the table eating a cheese roll.

‘About this problem, lady,’ he said, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. His black face was full of delight and his eyes were sparkling with malicious fun.

I looked back at him insolently. I didn’t belong with these people any more.

‘I told you the estimate was provisional,’ he said.

‘I knew this was coming.’ I was irritated.

‘As the actress said to the bishop,’ said Jack, the carpenter, who came into the room and sat down opening a paper.

‘You better be prepared for a shock!’ said Elijah.

‘As the bishop said to the actress,’ said Jack again, licking his finger to turn the page. Elijah watched me expectantly. I remembered an old uncle watching me unwrap a present when I was young, trying to catch my reaction with his camera; I refused to lift the tissue.

Elijah told me that what with the state of the boards and the cost of timber and the demands of the district surveyor there was nothing for it but to spend five thousand pounds on a new joist. He told me how a famous television producer in a similar position had said, ‘ “Elijah, I’m completely in your hands.” ’

He got up and stood in the debris in his blue overalls, his gleaming face shining with pleasure as he got out his slide rule and a plum line and demonstrated how the house could not, by rights, be standing. I stood near him to look at his calculations; he smelt as if poisons were exuding from his body in his excitement. Eventually he gave a rich chuckle and sat down and rolled a cigarette.

After a long silence he looked up. His voice was changed to an urgent whisper: ‘Lucky for you, lady, lucky for you that I’ve got a friend.’ He turned towards Jack and looked above his head, his eyes shining. ‘He’s the best friend in the world. He’s your friend, too, lady, but you don’t know it. He never lets you down.’

There was something familiar about what he was trying to say.

‘He started life as a carpenter, my friend, so one thing he knows about is dry rot.’

A stuffy, cold feeling like the inside of a church came over me.

‘His name’s Jesus. Heard of Him? Yes, He’s my friend all right and between us we’ll sort out something for you. Because when Jesus is your best friend, lady, there isn’t nothing He won’t do for you.’ His lips glowed with saliva. ‘You’d probably like to meet Him, wouldn’t you?’

Jack got up and assembled a few things. ‘I’m off to the next job,’ he said.

‘Well, come again as soon as you can,’ I said. Jack adjusted his trousers with a grimace. ‘How about tonight, then?’ he said as he left.

Elijah pointed to the empty chair. ‘He was sitting like here, close as you are to me, lady, I could feel the heat from His halo – and He has some halo! These white vicars … they say Jesus was just an ordinary man. But I’m telling you, He isn’t an ordinary man. His halo – you could fry an egg on it! Don’t laugh, that’s what I told Him! Oh, He likes a good laugh does Our Lord, I can tell you. “Lord,” I said, “No disrespect but You could fry an egg on that!” and He laughed. But I tell you what it is, that halo. It’s love, pure love.’ As he said this Elijah’s face twisted viciously and his lips made a rubbery figure of eight. Sweat stood out on his brow, beads of poison. ‘So you turn to Him, lady,’ he said, pushing his face near mine, ‘before it’s too late. I’m telling you. If you turn to Him, He’ll show you His great mercy. But you continue … drink, whores, homosexuals, so-called liberated women, all the rich people … oh, He’ll show you no mercy then! Oh, no! The great molten pit of fire! And I’ve seen that, too, I can tell you!’

His speech fired me with fear and feeling, as if I had been prodded by one of the Devil’s own red-hot forks. I had got these builders through Audra who had assured me they had done a marvellous job on some new offices that a friend of hers was building. But perhaps Elijah had actually been sent to me – by God.

Everything seemed meant. After Elijah had got back to work, I walked to the supermarket to buy some more teabags and as I walked along the corridors of tins I suddenly noticed one called Coco – creamed Coconut. Surely Jan had had a tin like that in his kitchen? There was a yellow beach scene and a green palm tree. I picked it up and for a moment it seemed as if this tin actually contained the answer to a crucial secret. Behind that palm tree was a figure, moving … telling me something … but then a woman pushed past me with a trolley saying, ‘Excuse me, dear, I’m looking for the cereals,’ and I forgot about the tin and bought my tea.

*

Jan’s birthday was August 9th; mine was August 14th. My car was metallic blue; his was metallic blue as well. When my uncle arrived from abroad that evening (he was attending my mother’s funeral the next day) it turned out that he carried his travel documents in a shiny green file. Just like Jan’s. For brief moments in my head I could hear the tumbling of small bricks, the sound from a fruit machine delivering a shower of coins, all about to give order and meaning to life. Rain in an empty desert; the possibility of growth. Soon the wasteland would be covered with small green shoots. The answer to everything was on the tip of my tongue. I could nearly taste it, but not quite.

The next day Jan took me racing. He stood outside my door wearing an odd pair of sunglasses. They were dark at the top and faded at the bottom. He also wore a trilby with a pheasant’s feather stuck in the band. Neither suited him, but he obviously thought they did and fancied himself in them. There were little smile lines like stitching at the sides of his mouth.

‘We’ll have a fantastic time!’ he said, two dark lenses turned towards my face, ‘and we’ll get rich!’

It was a wonderful day, the day of my mother’s funeral, and I had woken full of unfamiliar hope. Pools of drying rain on the pavement reflected great silver tears between the clouds; slowly blue sky ripped them open giving a fresh, clean light that washed the streets and caught glinting windows, turned the tiles of the houses into silver patches. The air smelt like the wind from the sea, cool and salty.

When I got into Jan’s car it smelt of the crisp tang of fresh plastic; the windows were tinted and the streets licked by, cooled by the blue of the glass. I was aware of Jan gripping the gear lever next to me, pushing it viciously into fourth and then a sort of tenderness as he slowly lowered his foot onto the accelerator and we purred ahead. I thought: now my life has started. I want to be driven along in this glossy car, listening to the throaty rumble of its engine, locked into my reclining seat, watching a man with bright eyes driving me to the races. I want it to be like this for ever. Speed pulled me back in my seat and I felt my old life fly out behind me as we roared ahead. I felt I had escaped from a barren stone island prison, just for a day. This was how other people felt.

‘Why was there a pipe on your hall table today?’ Jan’s voice was cold.

‘My uncle,’ I said. ‘It’s my mother’s funeral today. I told you.’

Jan looked at me quickly and sharply, his face full of suspicion. I thought: Why do you suspect me? Where did this feeling come from?

The race meeting was held in a soggy field, full of people pushing and jostling. There was the smell of hot, damp suede coats, old beer, horse blankets; people leaned on the bonnets of their cars, uncomfortably, and others balanced on shooting sticks. There was the loud jabber of conversation and I held Jan’s hand as he pushed through groups of men in tweed coats, frowning over pieces of paper. I thought: if I get lost I must remember what the top of his head looks like. But I held fast to him because I didn’t want to be left on my own. Shopping with my mother – that was what it reminded me of. People’s bags in my face, elbows against my cheeks, sudden and inexplicable stops and starts, the feeling that if the tenuous grip between our fingers were broken then she might shoot forward like an elastic band and never be seen again. I followed Jan patiently while he talked to bookies, licked notes off a wad, slapped people on the shoulders, studied form. We had a drink in a dirty canvas tent. The ground was all scuffed up, paper cups squashed into the grass. My legs ached. Three people pushed through by a trestle table and shouted at Jan. They looked at me oddly, as if they were expecting to see someone else, and then paid me no attention. There was a middle-aged woman with blousy hair who teased him. ‘Wearing your racing hat, Jan?’ she said, tapping him on the head, ‘Why don’t you let your bald patch get a tan?’ They bought us drinks and talked about people I didn’t know.

One of the men, Evan, wore a dirty camel coat uneven at the hem as if he’d been in fights. His face was softened by drink. ‘… so he came back and the doctor said: “Well, how did it go? Did it work? Did you get it up?” And the man said: “Oh, it was fantastic, I did it seventy-two times.” And the doctor looked a bit surprised and he said: “Ah, I see, and how did the girl enjoy it?” And the man said: “Oh, the girl didn’t turn up!” ’

Jan laughed hoarsely and coughed. Some of his beer spilled onto the ground and he laughed some more. I’d not heard him laugh like that before and it was a new sound. I looked at his face, the lines around his eyes. He seemed to stand out from the crowd, bathed in light. (The day before I had shown Audra the photograph of Jan – I’d slipped it slyly into my bag before I’d left his house. It showed him having a drink at the table of a beach-bar. He had a straw hat on, pushed to the back of his head; he was staring out to sea. She said: ‘Oh very nice. He’s older than I thought. That’s a nice beach. I’m not sure about his shirt,’ – it was yellow and blue and covered with pineapples. ‘Oh dear, what’s wrong with his teeth? Or is that a fleck in the film? But he has a nice nose. And of course,’ she added, handing it back hurriedly, ‘I don’t know him.’)

Jan put his hand on Evan’s shoulder. His fingers spread out confidently over the camel hair in full command of the situation. ‘Listen to this one,’ he said, turning Evan slightly towards him, ‘About the black guy who had three wishes,’ he said.

‘You men,’ said the woman, moving in to listen. She slipped her arm through Jan’s. I wondered if they’d ever had an affair. She looked very comfortable with him and their sheepskin coats matched. I didn’t like the look of her.

‘And his third wish was, “I want to be white and between the legs of a beautiful woman!” And he turned into a Tampax!’

‘You’re disgusting!’ said the woman, pulling her arm away and shouting with laughter. ‘Incorrigible!’

I looked at Jan, who was wiping his eyes.

‘Three o’clock,’ said the man, looking at his watch, ‘Move along. I want to see this.’ He pulled his sleeve over his mouth and winked at me.

(Three o’clock. My mother’s funeral would have started. A tiled chapel smelling of antiseptic; my uncle in the front; a vicar with a cockney accent halting when the text read ‘he/she’ to choose ‘she’; the coffin on its metal trolley and the piped music as the velveteen curtains juddered apart and the coffin slid through.)

Now we were right up near the track, crushed against a fence; horses’ hooves rumbled in the distance. All around me everyone was craning to see, staring through binoculars, focussing on the distant cloud of dust. I suddenly felt very much apart from them all and as if I were at home, sitting alone in my room, wondering what to do. All my clothes felt too big for me; I couldn’t see anything but the back of someone’s Husky and a dirty collar. As the horses moved closer Jan craned over me and pushed the sleeve of his sheepskin coat against my cheek. The rumbling got louder. Jan’s fists clenched on the fence.

‘Ca-ru-so!’ he yelled. His voice was hoarse and unrecognisable. ‘Ca-ru-so! Come on you cunt! C-a-r-u-so!’ As the horses thundered by the whole crowd seemed to move like a field of corn, pulling me with them. Jan started screaming and pounding on the fence with his hand. ‘Come on you son-of-a-bitch! COME ON! COME ON!’

Caruso won. Jan hugged me. Then he patted my head. ‘Clever girl,’ he said, ‘You’re my lucky charm.’ He seemed very pleased with me. He was back with me again. ‘I’ll buy you a dress. You can call it “Jan’s dress”.’ But later in the afternoon a horse fell and had to be destroyed. I was tired and cried.

‘Can’t they look after him in a nice field?’ I said. ‘Why do they have to kill him?’ But the sound of the shot spread over the fields and the echo lodged in my ears like old wax. Jan put his arm round me and hugged me. He kissed my ear.

‘You did the right thing, don’t forget that. You’d have been wrong to do anything else,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’ I thought: he knows exactly how I feel. He has super-human powers.

In the car on the way back Jan said, ‘You don’t mind if I stay at your place tonight, do you?’

‘Not at all,’ I said.

Then he took off his glasses and put them between us. I picked them up to look at them. As I handled the plastic rim the edges felt hot and sticky and I could almost smell something from them.

‘These are women’s glasses, aren’t they?’ I said.

‘They suit me,’ said Jan.

I looked down at them, holding them like a water diviner, plastic arm in each hand. ‘I feel something odd about them,’ I said suddenly.

Jan stretched out a hand and took them from me, even though his eyes were still on the road. ‘Careful, you’ll break them,’ he said, and he put them into the glove compartment.

My heart thumped, warning me of something. My arms prickled and sparked up in goose-pimples. (When I had got up in the morning at Jan’s the telephone downstairs had been taken off the hook and put under a cushion. It was still whining when I left.) The atmosphere crackled between us. I coughed like someone at a concert clearing her throat as the orchestra tunes up, preparing myself for a long silence.

When we got back Jan parked the car in the next street to mine. I said, ‘But mine’s the next street.’ And he said, ‘So?’

He wouldn’t look at me, walking two paces in front of me so I had to run to keep up. At home he went straight up to the bedroom, took off his shoes and socks, and started to cut his nails with a pair of clippers. ‘Too long?’ I said.

‘Yes,’ he said, curtly. Nothing else.

I took off my clothes. In the silence it was a noisy business, buttons clicking, tights rustling against skin. I wanted to say to my clothes: ‘Sssh. He’s in a bad mood!’

I slipped into bed; then I ran a finger cautiously down his back.

‘Why did you want to stay here tonight?’ I asked.

He turned and glared at me. ‘Never question me!’ he said and his voice was like a line of acid. ‘I’ve got problems too, you know!’ He leant over and his arms wobbled as if he might grab me but he didn’t.

Then he got up abruptly and walked out of the room. I started shaking. What had I done? I listened like a hunted fox to the sounds in the house. He was in the bathroom. The water was running. Was he having a drink? Washing his face? I listened to every step. Was he leaving the house? Was he putting his coat on? Or taking it off? Every creak gave me new clues, each contradicting the last. My fingers felt cold, tips trembling. Then I heard his foot on the stair. I grabbed a magazine and started looking at it. Out of the corner of my eye I saw he had taken off his clothes and he laid them in a pile on the chair before slipping into bed beside me. But I could no longer see clearly. Everything crowded in; my face pushed into my eyes. Jan lay facedown for a minute, then he turned: ‘Take no notice of me,’ he said. Husky smoker’s voice, ‘I’m just upset.’ He looked as if he were crying, but then I saw that it was just that he hadn’t dried his face properly.

He put his arm round me. ‘Why can’t we live together, you and I?’ he said.

‘Why me?’ Warmth trickled back into my limbs. My vision widened and all the furniture in my room retreated back to its proper place; the room was three-dimensional again, with some things further away than others, pale blues and reds singing out.

‘You make me good,’ he said. ‘Don’t let me destroy you. I destroy everything I touch. Don’t leave me. Whatever happens.’

‘I love you.’ The phrase just slipped out of my mouth like a little fish.

Jan was looking at the wall. He turned back, ‘Let’s live together,’ he said again.

‘Yes, yes.’ I thought: I’ll never be alone again.

He pulled my arms above my head and pinned my wrists to the pillow with one hand. He buried his head in my hair and whispered: ‘You can’t get rid of me now. I’m inside you all the time, even when we’re apart. My hand is always on your cunt, I’m always inside you, fucking you. If you ever look at another man, if you ever fuck anyone else, you’ll stop because I’m holding you, marking you, bruising you …’ Then he put himself inside me.

And when I came he simply laughed, kissed my cheek lightly. ‘Like all women,’ he murmured, in a pleased kind of way, ‘what you like is a stone in your bed.’

‘You’re not a stone,’ I said, stretching out luxuriously, limbs spilling onto the bed, rubbing the side of my leg against his.

‘I am really,’ he said, turning over and pulling the bed clothes over him. ‘I don’t treat women well.’

I lay on my back and looked up at the ceiling. Dust on the picture-rail; a plaster rose plugged with paint. ‘Whose house shall we live in?’ I asked.

There was silence. I repeated the question. Still silence. Doubt curled around my throat like a necklace. Jan’s head was on the pillow and he was breathing heavily, small throaty noises as he exhaled. He had fallen asleep.

The next morning grey clouds pushed through the curtains; chilled air edged through the gaps round the window frame. There was no colour in the room; the clouds outside had sealed themselves together against the light. A freakish, greenish-grey day like flu. Under the sheets I kept still to stop draughts. Jan had got up to dress.

‘Where’s my other sock, sweetheart?’ he asked. I shivered. Take off your clothes again and come into bed and hold me, I thought. Don’t go away. Stop dressing! He leant down, kissed my cheek and tucked the bedclothes round my shoulders. ‘Keep you warm,’ he said, gently. ‘Don’t get cold.’

He gave me a little cuddling shake, like a mother might give a child when saying goodnight. He turned, hummed a snatch of a tune, buttoned up his shirt and assembled his things. Then he pulled a crisp monogrammed handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose.

‘New?’ I asked, staring at the handkerchief and the black embroidered J.

‘Someone gave me a set.’ He looked down at it with pleasure. I felt disturbed.

Before he left he said, ‘I’ll ring you.’

But he didn’t say when. The door banged. The house seemed vast, cold and empty. No smell of breakfast from downstairs; just a smell of cold brick. A morning-dark hall lined with paint-pots and dustsheets. A tomcat had come in during the night and left a bitter smell of spray. But there was a letter on the mat from a colleague of my mother’s.

I read it standing in my dressing-gown in the hall. ‘… such sad news, and everyone in the biz is brokenhearted …’ The writing was generous and flowing. ‘… like so many people I am entirely in her debt – she gave me that big break after she’d won the Foulages Award … meant everything to me … such a pity she never found a man … always thought that New York philosopher rather fascinating, but then she said he was dismal in bed … stupid to give up the chance of the Duke of Cumbria … so very fortunate … wonderful, wonderful mother and friend … As for you, slowly, you know, you will forget … hard times, of course, but … remember only the good times … All love.’

My wonderful, wonderful mother. I went into the kitchen and turned on the light but the bulb had broken – or the builders had temporarily disconnected the lights – so I sat in the morning darkness waiting for the kettle to boil. On the table, propped up by a tub of grouting, was a message from my uncle who had left the day before. ‘Hope you had a good day with lots of winners!’ he had written. ‘The funeral was just as you’d expect. They called her Maria Evert (not Marie) which she would have loathed. I asked for her ashes to be scattered in the Garden of Rest (sic) as don’t imagine you want to go down and look at the urn. Hope she’s happier wherever she is. You have been marvellous. Don’t lose touch. All the best.’

When I’d made a cup of tea I took it into my living room and sat down. I didn’t want to go to work that day. Audra would understand. I didn’t want to do anything except sit and stare and hope that something would jerk me into life again. In the middle of the room was a large Chinese jar I had brought from my mother’s house, blue and white and three feet tall. I got up and picked it up, wondering if it would look good in an alcove in the wall. And as I held it I suddenly felt that I was my mother. My body was her body. I had her limpid eyes; her wide unmanageable mouth; her long red nails and her hands, with the pale skin on the back just starting to wrinkle. Her tongue in my mouth; her gorgeous smell. Her plaintive voice quivered in my throat. I looked down at my feet expecting to see her sheer dark stockings, the elegant ankles, and black heeled shoes. But I saw only my red slippers. As I climbed back into myself I felt a surge of loneliness.

Your wonderful, wonderful mother. So sensitive … talented … gifted … But then my old resentment returned.

She had been a successful buyer of furniture for Haussmann’s, a huge store with branches in Paris and New York. Later she became an authority on period furniture; but for the last ten years of her life since she had left the job and started a disastrous freelance venture, she had suffered from severe depression. She used to be emotional, vulnerable, entertaining, erratic; now she became fat, slow, dazed with anti-depressants. She sat indoors and ate sweet biscuits all day and thought about death. Sometimes she held my hand and said, ‘Darling, do you think I’ll ever get better?’ The sides of her eyes looked slimy with unhappiness. I would say, ‘I promise, you will get better. Believe me.’ Years later she would say, ‘Darling, it would be best if I died wouldn’t it?’ And I would say, ‘No, no not at all.’ But now inside, I thought: it would be a relief for you; it would also be a relief for me.

For years I had seen her into waiting rooms, questioned doctors, talked at the end of a telephone, consoling, helping, reassuring, alleviating, encouraging, promising, shouldering. There was no reaching her at all. Electric shock therapy? No, she said she might lose her memory. Go on holdiay? What’s the point, she said. Nature cures? She tried two with no success. Acupuncture? The acupuncturist was drunk, she was certain. Hypnosis, yoga, hormones, spiritualists, professors, helpful books, religion? I arranged for everything but nothing got through to her.

After her suicide attempt I had put her pills into a plastic bag. I kept them in my handbag. Then I brought her home from the hospital where they had pumped her out. She found it hard to negotiate the steps to her house; she shuffled haltingly. The sound of her feet dragging on the ground enraged me; it was like a baby’s nagging cry. For the next few months she could hardly look after herself; I went round every day to help her. But now she-rarely dressed, she slept as long as she could, just waiting for the days to go by; eventually she hardly spoke. When I talked she watched me attentively, limpid eyes scavenging my face for hope and finding none. Or did I watch her? Both of us were in desperate search of a mother.

The Chinese jar reminded me … I had looked in to see her one morning shortly after the hospital incident and was glad to find her dressed, at least. She was sitting on the sofa in much the same place that she must have sat when she had taken the overdose. When I sat down I pulled the chair close, just to change the position of one piece of furniture in the room. My mother sat, gaunt and erect, her clothes hanging in folds on her skinny body. Her hair was thin and hadn’t been washed for days; her skin was beige-coloured and there was a ladder in one stocking. But her eyes were bright, almost starting from her head as if she’d had a lot to drink. And she had tried to do something with a streak of smudgily-applied lipstick, and she’d painted her nails, though some of the nail-varnish had gone on her fingers.

‘Darling, I don’t want to live.’ For the fiftieth time. In her immaculate and tasteful room she looked out of place, like the plastic bag full of sweepings and waste-paper a maid might leave in a hotel room by accident. ‘I just want to die. Why won’t anyone let me?’ Despite the new paint, the carefully pleated white silk curtains, the immaculate magnolia carpet, everything spotlessly clean, the room was like a corpse polished up for the relations to see. But the glasses we drank from were smeary.

‘I would miss you,’ I said. I thought: I wouldn’t miss you one bit. I got up and kissed her cold cheek to make sure she wouldn’t read my thoughts. From the side of her mouth I touched some of her wet saliva and longed to brush it off my face. The damp spot burned a hole in my cheek.

‘Would you?’ Her voice ached like an organ note. She put her drink down on the cushion and I got up again to pick it up and put it on a table to stop it spilling.

‘Yes,’ I said. It sounded a dusty word meaning nothing. ‘I’d miss you and I can’t believe this depression will last.’ It has lasted for years.

‘What will last?’

‘The depression.’

‘Oh.’

A shaft of watery sunlight fell into the room; dust danced. My mother sat, immobile. Depression hung around her like poison gas.

‘We must make a plan so you won’t get too depressed again,’ I said. The optimism I dragged to my eyes felt faint as the sun; yet dragging it was like lifting a hundred-ton weight. The smile cracked around my cheeks; inside myself it was as if some desperate ring-leader had leapt creakily to the centre of the stage and was exhorting a lot of exhausted acrobats to get into action for the last time. My limbs ached. I felt like sobbing or passing out, but I sat and smiled like some old trouper.

‘We must make a plan.’ My mind had gone blank.

But my mother was looking at me intently. ‘Darling, were there some pills left over?’ she said. She crossed her legs quickly; her eyes were sharp and interested. She looked as she had looked long ago, her face lively and mobile. She was sitting bolt upright now, straight and eager.

‘Why?’

She giggled uncharacteristically. ‘You didn’t throw them away did you?’

‘No, why?’

‘Oh, darling, thank you!’ she said. Her voice hummed with life, a tone higher than usual. She smiled at me gratefully. ‘Where did you put them?’

‘I took them home,’ I said. I thought: I shouldn’t have told her.

‘Do give them back, won’t you?’ she said. ‘They are mine, after all.’ She licked her lips nervously. Her tongue looked sore.

‘You’ll only try again.’

‘Oh, no, darling, I won’t. I don’t want to upset you again, you’ve been through so much …’ Her words came out in an enthusiastic gabble. ‘Oh, please, you know you can trust me.’ She sidled seductively along the sofa, put her hand over mine, stroked my cheek. ‘Darling, you will give them back, not to try again, I’ve learnt my lesson, I’ll go to evening classes, I’ll make new friends, I’ll go out I promise you … it’s just, well, you know, they’re sleeping pills, just occasionally, I can’t sleep, they won’t prescribe any more like that. After I’ve been so silly. They’d just keep me going, the odd occasion, hardly ever, I won’t take them … where are they? Are they at home now?’ Her voice was pleading, wheedling. Threatening.

‘They’re in my bag,’ I said. I thought: I hate to see how eager she is to destroy herself and yet I hope she is successful.

A hand leapt out from her dress like a snake from the undergrowth. I stopped her, pulling the bag to me. ‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘I’d never forgive myself.’

She clasped her hands tightly in front of her, staring at me. Her hair stuck out at all angles, her skin shone and her lipstick was all licked off.

‘Please, darling.’ Behind the panic was a note of hatred. I was keeping oblivion from her. ‘Give them to me,’ she suddenly snapped between clenched teeth.

I reached into my bag. The pills were white, in a plastic pouch. There must have been at least a hundred there. I handed them over.

‘Oh, thank you!’ she said. She was childishly delighted. ‘I’ll never use them, I promise,’ she said, fondling the packet as she looked at me, ‘except to sleep. Oh, darling I’ve been so worried someone might have thrown them away. I should have known I could rely on you. Oh, thank you!’

I left her sitting on the sofa, drinking, the bag of pills in front of her like a treasure trove.

The next day I thought: if my mother were to kill herself I might find myself in prison. I might also never forgive myself for what I’d done. I panicked. I rang to find out when she would be out and then went round and raided the house.

She had left a fire on, and a light. Yesterday’s daily paper was on the table. I felt like a burglar, guilty and secretive. But I had to find the pills. First I looked in all the bathroom drawers, and the little pots on her dressing-table in the bedroom. No luck. I looked under the mattress, behind cushions, at the backs of cupboards, even in the flower pots in the garden. But just as I was giving up hope I noticed the blue and white Chinese jar in the sitting room and I reached down inside and at the bottom was the crunchy feel of pills in plastic. I took them out and went upstairs, threw them down the lavatory and flushed the chain. Then I heard my mother come in and I started to go downstairs. She stood below me, swaying. Her clothes were awry, her tattered basket empty except for a carton of milk. She looked at me like a stranger. I wished I could have run into her arms and told her what I had done and asked her to forgive me. I wanted her to put her arm round me, console me, just for five minutes, just to give me a break; but the last time I had cried in front of her she had shrunk away from me. ‘Don’t be upset, darling,’ she had begged, ‘you make me so unhappy. Please cheer up for my sake.’

My mother looked at me blankly. There was blood on her leg.

‘What is it?’ I cried.

‘Oh, it’s you, darling,’ she said, turning to the wall. She had fallen in the street, blood was pouring from her knee. She was taking so many anti-depressants and tranquillisers she could hardly walk. I dressed her wound, made her a cup of tea and left her sitting alone at the table, staring into space. I knew she was living in a void that had no beginning and no end. I thought: when I came into the house I felt like a murderess; now, I’ve murdered any kind of hope for her. I wished I could die for her.

Later in the week I had a worried phone call from her. ‘You didn’t see my pills, darling, did you?’ she asked. Her voice ached with depression.

‘No,’ I said.

‘They’ve disappeared. Or maybe I put them somewhere. I’ve forgotten.’

‘Well, it’s probably for the best.’

‘I don’t know.’

She slumped back into complete despair after that until it turned out that she had got cancer to add to her problems. Or perhaps it was a mercy.


Chapter Four

Jan rang two days later to ask me out, but in the evening he rang from a phone-box, rather subdued, and said, ‘I’m sorry. I can’t make it. I’ll be in touch.’ I felt he had something to explain. I wasn’t sure what it was. It couldn’t be good news. But later that night he rang me when I was in bed. ‘I’m sorry about this evening,’ he said. His voice was soft and low and I thought: I wonder if he’s drunk. ‘It happens sometimes. Are you in bed?’

I moved down into the bedclothes, the telephone nestling beside me like a cheek. ‘Yes.’

‘I wish I were in bed with you.’

‘I wish you were, too.’

‘I’d come over, but I’m too tired.’

‘Shame.’

There was a pause. ‘I’d like to kiss you. I’d like to part your lips and push my tongue into your warm mouth and grind my teeth against yours.’ His voice dropped to a whisper. ‘I’d like to take off your nightdress and pull it up. I’d like to cup my hands round your breasts and kiss your sweet nipples till they’re sore. I want to put my hand down to your wet cunt and feel you, rub you, rub you. Then I want you to put your hand on my prick and guide it into you, I want to slide into you, wet and hot … Can you feel me? Can you feel what I’m doing to you?’

‘Yes. Yes.’

‘Tomorrow,’ he said, slowly and carefully. ‘Tomorrow you’re coming round to my house in the evening. We’re not going out. When you come round you’re not going to say anything. You’re going to be wearing a coat with nothing on underneath. A big coat. Have you got a big coat?’

‘Mmm.’

‘And you’re wearing nothing underneath. You’re completely naked. And when you come into the door I’m going to take your coat off, rip it off, and we’re going to fuck. All night. That’s all we’ll do. We’re going to do it. Are you listening?’

‘I want you. I’m aching. I can’t stand it.’ I was choked with want.

‘Touch yourself,’ he said. ‘Touch yourself and imagine it’s me.’ And he brought me off, right there on the telephone.

‘You make me feel marvellous,’ I whispered. I was elated, floating on air. I felt I was dancing.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow. I …’

But the following day he didn’t contact me.

*
I started to jump whenever I heard the telephone. I kept alert all the time; I thought he might pop out from behind a tree on my way to work, or he might draw up in his car beside me on the pavement, or he might drop in to the office, his book under his arm. When the phone rang and it was the builders or Audra, I felt punished, as if I’d expectantly opened a box of chocolates and a boxing glove on a spring had jumped out and hit me in the face. Disappointment made my body ache; each breath was a little pain. In my office I went through my work automatically, and all the time I was thinking; had I frightened him away? Was I no good in bed? Should I have kept quiet about saying I loved him? Or should I have shown my feelings more? In the middle of the morning I stopped work and sat with a cup of coffee, twisting impatiently in my swivel chair. Perhaps he had lost my phone number. Maybe he had had an accident. Opposite me was a concrete block. Rain had stained the stone and there were black marks down the building as if someone had spilt something over it. There were never people there during the day because the occupants of the flats had all gone to work. I could just see the window-sills of their empty rooms, their fading plants, the odd flap of a curtain – perhaps in the blackness there was a left-over lover, getting up late, looking for the coffee in a strange kitchen or quietly opening the drawers to read through private correspondence.

I decided to try Jan at home. After all, I couldn’t go through this anxiety for ever. At some point I had to make a move. And if he wasn’t in, then just ringing his number would give me a devious contact. The knowledge that he was not in at that particular moment would be important for me, like a useless shining bottle-top that a child finds and hoards.

I dialled the number and heard it ring the other end. It went on and on. I was making the telephone ring in his empty house, vibrating his table – better than doing nothing. I was just putting the phone down when I heard a little click and paused. Had someone answered it? I lifted it back up to my ear and a woman’s voice said, ‘Hello?’ The voice had a confident edge to it as if it had a right to be there.

‘Hello?’ she said again. Impatient.

‘Hello,’ I said.

It was only a split second’s pause but she must have known at once that I was no old friend or cousin from the country. I could almost hear her lips purse in anger and fear.

‘Could I speak to Jan?’

At the other end she measured every tone of my voice, assimilated every nuance.

‘He’s out,’ she said. Her voice was full of attention.

Did her voice have the trace of an accent? Dishcloth in hand, she had picked up the telephone, a small woman in jersey and skirt being domestic; behind her, soup bubbled on the hob. Or perhaps she was a tall, red-haired woman with a fine nose, dashing in to collect something, bag slung on shoulder, phone stuck in the crook of her neck while she struggled with a lighter and a cigarette. Whoever she was, she had a key. I felt petrified.

‘Are you expecting him back?’ I fought back trying to prolong the conversation.

‘No,’ she said.

‘Is he at his office?’

‘He left for work,’ (she had been there all night) ‘and he said he was getting a haircut on the way,’ she said.

‘He certainly needs one!’ A remark to worry and weaken her, like a picador might annoy a bull; it was spoken in a proprietorial, motherly way, with a friendly laugh added to show how confident I was. I wanted her to think: no, it didn’t worry me that she was in his house because I had rights, more rights than she. But my hands were shaking.

‘I’ll phone him at work then.’ My voice was loud and cheerful, full of concealed fear.

‘Can I say who called?’ Voice closer to the telephone, listening for every word.

‘No, I’ll be in touch with him today,’ I said, putting down the phone.

For a while I just sat at my desk doodling on a pad. I felt like a boy I had seen on a television programme about children in care, who was asked by a social worker: ‘How do you feel about going into care?’ He just shrugged, legs swinging rapidly under the chair: ‘Okay.’

‘Your mummy and daddy have decided they need a rest from you, do you understand?’

‘Yes.’ Furious swinging.

‘How do you feel about all this?’ Eyes looking somewhere else, legs now dead still.

‘Okay.’

Blankness crept over me, from the tips of my toes right up through my body until I felt I was made of cold plasticine. ‘I had an affair with a foreign woman but it’s over now, thank God.’ My skin crawled. ‘Jumping on the embers,’ ‘I want to sleep with you but I also want to wait’ – because he had to go back that night, to her. I turned away from myself, inside, head in my hands with shame. How ridiculous I had appeared. ‘I came early because I wanted to see you change.’ Because he was waiting for her to pack her things and leave after a row. And the eyes of his friends at the race track: ‘Who’s this? We thought Jan had a girlfriend called … this isn’t her. What’s happened?’

It can’t be true, I thought. It can not be true. (I would be on my own, utterly on my own.) There must be an explanation of some sort! We were to live together! He was my life! (I would start to take my main meal in the middle of the day like the women at work because they couldn’t be bothered to eat on their own at home. I would grow fat.) ‘I destroy everything I touch … don’t let me destroy you’ – was this what he meant?

With a biro I started to draw a long line down a piece of paper but no ink came out. Inside the clear case was a shrivelled tube of plastic with old ink dried into a stain.

I sat paralysed. How on earth would I get home? How would I get through the rest of my life?

The telephone rang. I picked it up and it was Jan.

‘Hello,’ I said. My voice sounded like an echo.

‘I must see you,’ he said. His voice sounded full of concern, deep and healing. ‘I gather that you … I must explain this all to you. Can I meet you now? At the bar at Central Station?’

‘All right.’ I was sure it was an anonymous place where we’d be seen by none of his friends. Or hers.

I got a taxi there. The bar had just opened. Daylight through the open doors showed up the chips on the cocktail piano, sticky rings on the scratched, varnished tables, the stained carpet flattened by greasy footprints. At night this place would be cosy with an orange light, warm cigarette smoke, clinking glasses; by day it was damp and dark smelling of old beer. The fresh air didn’t sweep in here during the day: the open door just let some of the stale air out, to hang around the pavement.

Jan was sitting at a table in a dark corner studying the racing page, the remains of an eleven-thirty bitter in front of him. He was absorbed and didn’t appear to be waiting for anyone. I stopped and looked at his concentration, his privacy, his interest wrapped around him like a strong wall, drinking in this view of him because I would never see him again. Yes, his hair had been cut. She had known about it before me. I sat down opposite him on a greasy stool. I kept my coat on. My teeth chattered. My hair felt dirty with grief. I wanted to go to bed. I thought: I will remember this meeting in the bar as the last time I saw Jan.

When he looked up he saw me and smiled, folding his paper and putting it away. He reached out and stroked my cheek. Then he scanned my face. Now he didn’t look relaxed; he looked trapped. He said, ‘I’ll get you a drink.’ But I didn’t want one, so he got up and got one for himself.

I stared at the table-top, wondering why I had bothered to come at all. I was only going to be told some lies. Why listen? And yet it was very comfortable in this pub. More comfortable than my office.

He came back and sat down. He took a sip. Then he said, ‘Well, where shall I start?’

I shrugged. Then I said: ‘Who is she? And why didn’t you tell me about her?’

‘She’s this woman I mentioned before,’ he said. ‘The one I’ve been having an affair with. The one I thought I’d finished with. Well, I have finished with. What I didn’t tell you was that until a couple of days ago she was living with me – but only until she moved into this house she’d bought. We’d agreed everything. It was all over weeks ago. We were leading separate lives. Well, up to a point. She was only staying with me …’ (Staying with? Sleeping with? Living with?) ‘Yes, staying with me, temporarily while the house was being done up. Or so she said. It’s not as easy as I thought. That night you and I went out …’ (he was measuring his words, picking them cautiously) ‘we had a row, and then she left the next day.

‘And yet,’ he said, shifting in his seat and picking up his drink. He wasn’t looking at me now. He was slowing down his speech even further, talking in unnatural sentences. ‘And yet, it seems she is still unable to cope. She threatens suicide. It is over with her, but there again, it’s not over. A year is a long time. It’s not as easy as I thought. Not for either of us, to be honest.’ (Was he being honest? He had said: ‘I’m not to be trusted.’ But he looked very honest at that moment, his face crumpled up and his green eyes dull with worry.) ‘You see, I owe her some responsibility. But I’m left in an impossible situation. On the one hand – this woman.’ (What was her name?) ‘She’s wrong for me. She wants to control me. Eat me. Jealous, possessive. She wants me on a lead. But I can’t deny. We do understand each other. Well, it’s been a year. Of course we understand each other. More than you and me. And of course I am fond of her … was fond of her.’ There was a long pause. (‘Am’ or ‘was’? Probably he meant ‘am’.) ‘On the other hand there is you. You seem to be everything I want. I’ve never met anyone like you before.’

‘That’s an old line,’ I said, dully. Someone else seemed to be speaking for me, spitting out of my mouth. ‘Sex is good with her? Perhaps that’s what you mean?’ My voice was like a blunt blade, whiningly obvious. That was an old line, too.

‘Sex is good with you, too. Although it’s never good to begin with.’

‘Oh, it’s hopeless with me, is it?’ More old lines dribbled out of my mouth like toads, landing on the table with a dull plop. I wanted to get rid of all these feelings and be left with something pure and good.

‘I didn’t say that. Look. I don’t want her. I want you. It’s over with her. Well, it will be over very shortly.’

An elderly woman shuffled down beside us wearing many worn jumpers, skirts, belted with string. Round her shoes were tattered polythene bags. With mittened hands she plunged into one of her many bags of newspaper and pulled up an apple pie in a cardboard packet. As she ate it, crumbs fell onto the flat, greasy carpet in front of her. I looked at her and she winked. ‘They don’t make pies like they used to, dear,’ she said, showing me. ‘Look, full of air.’

I didn’t answer. That would be how I would end up, alone in a pub, trying to get the attention of strangers. I would pluck at my clothes and start to smell.

Jan leaned forward. He pressed my hand to his lips. ‘Couldn’t you be patient? You know how I feel about you. I don’t know what I’d do now without you.’

But what a price to pay.

How could I agree?

How could I not agree?

He said, ‘I want you.’ He leaned over the table. Like a snake. Like I wanted him to be. He pulled me nearer to him, whispering in my ear. ‘I want to kiss you now, take your clothes off, cup my hands round your breasts, kiss your nipples, put my hand down, slip myself inside you …’

I was in a station pub, sitting on a greasy stool, in a dark corner, surrounded by stains and tramps. Down and outs. A young boy ordered his second pint; he had slept in his clothes, they were moulded to him like skin. Everything in this pub called to me and said: ‘You fit in here. You are one of us!’

There was no decision to make. It had been made. I kissed Jan’s cheek and drew away.

‘Well,’ I said. My voice sounded more human. ‘I’ll get you a drink.’

‘Well what?’ Jan pulled me back. ‘What?’

‘Just well.’

The bar was filling up. Office workers were trickling in and the light had become yellow. The juke-box started to play an Irish ballad. There was the smell of hot shepherd’s pie and sausages behind a steamy glass panel. Surely I could cope. Very soon this woman would be out of Jan’s life. I was with Jan. We hadn’t parted. I would see him again.

*
Life was wonderful for the next two weeks. I talked to him every day on the telephone; I saw him nearly every other night. We went to the theatre, to the movies, out to dinner, to the zoo. But I never again met any of his friends; we just did things on our own. I didn’t go round to his house again, either; we used to meet out, in a pub, in a foyer, and he would always be standing reading the paper when I arrived, and put it down and kiss me when he saw me.

I made it my business not to complain if he put me off or asked me not to ring. She could complain and threaten suicide; I would be saintly and patient. Everything comes to she who waits. Once he rang the bell at midnight and stumbled in with a rose in his button-hole as if he’d been to a restaurant and the head waiter had given him and his companion flowers to take home. His breath smelt of garlic and his clothes of smoke and cigars, and he brought with him the atmosphere of the evening, so that even when we were sitting on the sofa having a drink I almost caught a whiff of her scent. But I just said: ‘I hope you had a nice time,’ very politely, as if I didn’t mind at all. Once he swore as he was getting dressed and pointed to a red mark on his skin: ‘Look what you did!’ he said, ‘It won’t go away! Oh, God, trouble!’ The irony was that I hadn’t done it, she had.

I planned a birthday surprise for him. I bought tickets for a show I knew he wanted to see and I bought langoustines and made mayonnaise for afterwards and I bought him a very expensive book about racing, which I decided not to inscribe with any loving words in case it created difficulties for him. But when I rang up he said: ‘Oh, not this evening.’

‘But it’s your birthday! I’ve planned a surprise!’

The silence on the other end of the phone told me that she, too, had planned a surprise.

‘I just can’t make it,’ he said. He sounded very upset. ‘I’ll look in for a drink. Will that be all right?’

When I opened the door to him he was all dressed up in smart new clothes. He had had an evening bath, his hair was freshly washed, he looked brand new with cufflinks in his white shirt and a blue and yellow tie. As he came into the hall he looked briefly at his watch. Looking forward to something.

‘Just a quick drink,’ he said.

(At this very moment she was probably brushing her hair, plumping her cushions, chilling Jan’s favourite drink. I was with him now but later I would be all on my own.)

We sat in the garden with our glasses. The roses were out and giving off a sweet-sour scent; the leaves on the bush were covered with a thin film of plaster dust that had drifted out from the house. There was an enormous pile of rubble and bricks on the lawn covered with a tough sheet of torn polythene. A cat sat on the top, in the evening sun.

‘You live in a tip, dear!’ he said, gesturing round the garden. He was smiling but he had something on his mind.

‘It’s necessary,’ I said, ‘eventually it will be perfect.’

(What would I do that evening? Watch television alone, again. Me and my variety show. Then bed early at ten, trying to sleep away the day. I couldn’t live like this any longer.)

‘Never perfect,’ he said. ‘Nothing is perfect.’

(I thought of him kissing the other woman, but in my mind’s eye she was only a word – ‘woman’. Whenever I thought of her I saw a big letter W sitting in a chair with fireworks coming out of it. Difficult to imagine him kissing her or sleeping with her. I got as far as him approaching the W with one hand outstretched and then the whole picture fizzled out. I thought: I hate her. I will send her poisoned chocolates. I want her dead.)

There was an uneasy silence. I wondered for a moment why we were having this drink together. He was in a hurry, he didn’t want to see me, not really. He was just looking in on me out of duty. How could I sit and enjoy even a drink with him on this balmy evening when he was only waiting for his watch to show seven o’clock when he would leave? My head ached. I wanted to say all those whining things that I hadn’t said for weeks. Like: when is this going to end? When is she going? Are you really going to give her up? Jan stretched out his feet on the paving stones. Newly polished shoes. Fresh evening socks. Maybe he would be going dancing. He turned his glass round and round in his hand.

‘I’m in a bloody awful situation,’ he said, finally.

(Perhaps they were going to that nice Italian restaurant we had been to that first night. Perhaps that waiter would welcome them both by their first names. ‘Jan!’ he’d say, ‘And …’ Not knowing her name was frustrating. What was her name?)

‘Perhaps you should go away,’ I said. Perhaps she should go away.

‘What difference would that make?’ he asked, ‘I wouldn’t see either of you, then.’

‘You’re not being fair on her,’ I said. I meant: you’re not being fair on me.

‘That’s what she says about you,’ he said.

‘She knows about me?’ I hadn’t realised that. I felt angry.

‘Let’s say she suspects,’ he said, turning to me, smiling cunningly as if we were both involved in a plot together. But I wasn’t involved in the plot. Only he was. I was alone. The evening stretched out in front of me like a mid-American highroad. Nothing coming. Nothing going.

‘I don’t like this at all,’ I said. (Why did I say that? I had meant to be patient. Saintly.) ‘In fact, I can’t stand it!’

‘What?’ He was surprised.

‘It’s her or me,’ I said. I said it very quickly because if I paused I knew I would retract it. ‘How can I go on like this? Second best. I’m the other woman. Not her.’

I started to cry. I wasn’t miserable, I was furious. Why hadn’t I kept my mouth shut?

He stared at me with hatred in his eyes. Not to see him at all was terrible; to be hated by him was unbearable. If only I could unsay what I had said. I just continued sobbing in little gulps like a child. Jan put his drink down and got up, pulling his jacket together.

‘One day you’re madly in love with me. Now, a couple of weeks later, suddenly you decide you can’t stand it. You give up easily, don’t you? You know the situation. You knew what you were taking on. Don’t blame me!’

‘I didn’t mean it,’ I said. ‘I’m just so tired of being so patient. I want us to be together so much. Please forgive me.’

He didn’t seem to hear me. He vibrated with irritation.

‘Women!’ he said, jamming his hands into his pockets. ‘You’re as bad as each other.’

He hesitated for a moment above me. I was in his shadow. I thought: now he’s going to hit me. But he just walked out through the house slamming the door behind him. I hadn’t even given him his present. It was still sitting on the kitchen table, all wrapped up with a bow and a little card with a picture of a horse on it, saying: ‘Darling Jan, All my love.’


Chapter Five

I couldn’t really believe I wouldn’t see him again. It would surely be only a matter of time before he rang me up, begging to see me. But I thought he probably wouldn’t get in touch for a few days. I would have to keep my spirits up until then. At work I sat at my desk trying to draw his face and capture his bright eyes for myself. If I caught the tiniest spark with my pencil I felt better, like being recharged by a weak battery. But gradually as the days went by and there was no word I felt worse and worse. I hardly heard the telephone ring; I heard only its deafening silence, howling at me all day.

In the morning I got up with a headache; my face was white, the texture of sand, as if vampires had fed on me during my sleep. As I went downstairs to get a cup of tea the first burst of tears came. My eyes ached, my mouth ached, my ears ached. I would cry and cry, hoping to squeeze out the tears until there were no more left but there was always another bout of crying close behind, pouring out relentlessly like conjuror’s handkerchiefs.

By the sixth day I couldn’t get to work. I just sat at home thinking about him. I sat cross-legged in a chair with my eyes closed, trying to transmit thoughts: ‘Jan, I am in the centre of your brain. You will call me now. Now. Now.’

Or I got up and looked out of the window hoping that his car might pass. The air was warm and sweet. Somewhere in the city Jan was walking in the streets, eating, laughing, or driving. I told myself: the tenth car will be him. Now the tenth car will be him. Another hundred cars and then his blue metallic car will … there’s one! My heart jumped as the same model cruised past the house. But then I got a glimpse of a young black-haired woman at the wheel. Someone else.

When the telephone did ring it was always a wrong number, a window cleaner, my secretary, but never Jan. Or it was Dyna.

‘Are you all right? I’m worried about you. Why don’t you come round and have a drink, and then we’ll go out to the movies? It would do you good to get out.’

‘No, no, I’m fine. Anyway, Jan might ring.’

‘You can’t be waiting for Jan to ring!’ she’d say. ‘Like a teenager! For heaven’s sake he’s not worth it! He sounds so unreliable. And he’s obviously completely involved with this other woman, whatever he says. He’s like that man I was involved with last year – and I remember you being so sensible, and saying just what I’m saying to you, and you were so right. You’re not seeing things clearly. In six months you’ll be saying: “What could I have seen in him?” ’

‘No, I won’t,’ I said. ‘There’s something we have together, no one else can see it, he makes me feel looked after, he understands me.’ (You don’t understand me, I thought.) ‘He makes me feel whole, as if we’re two halves that fit together …’

Secretly, I thought we were actually made for each other, that God had destined us to be together for ever. What we were experiencing was something beyond mundane love, our relationship was unique, special and not something that ordinary mortals could understand.

The whole house was a mess. The kitchen was like a bomb-site. The water wouldn’t run in the sink; the fitments were all wrong and the floor was up. Stacks of plates lay by the walls, piles of packets of food gathered dust on top of the fridge. The gas had been cut off until the new cooker arrived. In order to eat I had to get in take-aways; the dustbin overflowed with foil containers, cardboard pizza boxes.

At the end of the week, despite constant work, no progress was visible. If anything, the kitchen looked even worse, torn apart with bare wires sticking out from raw brick and windows wrenched out leaving draughty holes.

‘This is the worst part,’ said Elijah before he left on Friday. ‘Next week you’ll see more sense in it.’

The other builders had gone home, but Elijah liked to talk after work over a cup of tea. He had put his jacket on, sat down, helped himself to sugar and looked up at me. Perhaps he had the answer. I scanned his face for clues. Surely someone could help me.

‘Do you know what’s there, under your floor?’ he asked.

‘Pipes and cables, I suppose.’ But I knew it wasn’t the right answer.

‘Beyond that.’

‘Australia.’

He shook his head. A knowing smile crawled across his face. ‘Down there is Hell. Where the Devil himself dwells. That’s where the burning fires are, the eternal flames. And that is where you will go if you don’t meet Jesus Christ personally.’

‘Mmm!’

‘I’m telling you this,’ he added, stirring his tea, and pulling a paper packet from his pocket. I thought it was some sandwiches; it was a Bible. ‘Don’t waste your life. I’ve seen some wonderful things happen to people who’ve let Jesus come into their hearts, lady,’ he said, putting the book down on the table beside him. ‘Prostitutes, homosexuals, and other evil people have reformed. Burglars, villains. Oh, Jesus is a wonderful man. Best friend I’ve got. And you – you should beware of Satan, The Devil, lady, who has got you danglin’ on a string and is waiting to pluck you into his flames!’

His face glowed cruelly and he sipped his tea, smacked his lips, and turned to a suitable passage in the book beside him.

I believed him. I locked my doors at night and put a Bible beside my bed. I could imagine the devil dug in under the lawn of my garden waiting to thrust his arm up through the grass, catch my ankle and drag me, screaming, down into the flames. When I pulled the plug out of the basin I moved away in case a wiry tentacle squirmed through and wound itself around me.

If only Jan would ring. If only I had him to talk to.

At the weekend I took to my bed and lay motionless like an abandoned child in hospital, my mouth open, breaths shallow and rough. My supplies were running out. Could I have put up with it a moment longer? Should I ring him? Should I write him a letter? I thought: when I’m old I’ll be one of those women who sit in the heat of a bright sunny beach, wrapped in dull, all enveloping clothes, staring out to sea saying nothing while other people’s children play around.

If my mother had been alive I could have gone round there, begged a smile off her, or a cup of tea. She would have said: ‘Poor darling. Aren’t we unlucky, you and I. Why did I bring you into this world to be so unhappy. What is the point of going on?’ And I would have had to say something cheerful like: ‘It’s not as bad as that, you know,’ I might have believed it for a moment.

But now there wasn’t even my mother.

We had gone to the doctor together the day he had broken the news to her. Since her suicide attempt she was on fifteen pills a day, anti-depressants, tranquillisers, sleeping pills; she was getting thin and her clothes hung around her in folds. She had difficulty getting up from the waiting-room chair and into his surgery.

‘It looks like cancer,’ the doctor had said when we sat down. ‘I prefer not to beat about the bush.’ Although he’d cared for my mother for years now he seemed unfamiliar and remote, like a doctor one might stumble across on holiday. He seemed to have forgotten to travel in to work that day, left himself at home.

‘However,’ he added, pushing his blotter to one side about a centimetre and half-closing one eye to see if it was now parallel with the sides of his desk. ‘You should not worry too much. A lot can be done for it these days.’ His eyes told me that a lot couldn’t. ‘I am referring you to a young colleague of mine, Dr. Quendon, who is excellent, and I shall suggest you see him tomorrow.’

Marie, my mother, had got up from her chair and was already on her feet, holding out a trembling hand. She hadn’t been listening to what he had said.

‘Thank you,’ she said, slurring the words as if she were drunk. It was the effect of the pills. ‘The dentist, you say.’

‘No, Mrs Evert, Dr Quendon, a cancer specialist.’ The doctor leaned forward and mouthed it carefully.

‘Oh? Oh, cancer,’ Marie smiled broadly. ‘Oh, thank you.’

She stood on the Turkish carpet swaying slightly, twisting her hands, and then adjusted the scarf round her neck. She seemed to find a little piece of food lodged between her teeth and her probing tongue distorted her mouth.

‘I’ll talk with the doctor while you wait outside,’ I said in a loud voice, a voice one uses to the very old and dying.

‘Mmm.’ Marie staggered slightly and I got up and put a hand under her arm to help her to the door. She was like a bag of old clothes.

When she had gone I sat down. My fingers shook in my lap. I stretched them to control them; inside I was cold, determined.

‘To be perfectly blunt,’ he said, ‘she hasn’t got long to live.’

‘But how long?’

‘A year? A year at the most. Possibly weeks, months. A year at the most. That’s it, I’m afraid.’

There was a silence.

‘No, she’s not a happy woman,’ he said curtly. He shut her folder. ‘It might be for the best.’

Then for a moment I imagined life without her. No responsibility. Green fields full of lush, sweet grass; trees covered in pink and white blossom; the sound of sweet birdsong. I saw myself running out to greet a new life, tumbling into the open fields, arms spread wide to catch the sky.

‘I’ll fix an appointment with Quendon now,’ said the doctor. ‘He’s excellent.’

In the cab back Marie asked vaguely: ‘What did he say?’

Outside the window I could see ripples of shadows and sunlight. A woman walked down the road trundling a small child in a pushchair, as my mother had once pushed me. The child had a sunhat on and was munching crisps from a packet. I could almost feel the rumble of the wheels underneath me, the railings flashing by at eye-level. On a tree a blackbird sang. I thought: doesn’t it look good out there? And then quickly, my eyes filled with tears. Who could comfort me? I had to comfort her.

‘Oh, you know, cancer. But they can do wonders with it these days.’ I pulled a smile across my face like a curtain in an effort to make it good news. ‘I won’t let them do anything awful, I promise. Perhaps it’s not even cancer. They’ll have to do proper tests tomorrow. Oh, lord, more hospitals.’ Trivia poured out of my mouth like breakfast cereal out of a packet. ‘Poor Mummy. But I’ll come with you.’

‘Mmm.’ Marie stared ahead. She twisted her bag nervously on her lap, and moved back into the black seat. ‘You’re an angel to take me, darling, for taking me together, I mean for taking me today.’ Blank, valium-glazed eyes turned on me. Large pupils. The edges of her eyes were damp, not with tears, with a sort of rheumy discharge.

I stared unfocussed at a plastic advertisement for typewriters on the back of the seat opposite. If I didn’t look at her I could feel something warm and sad stirring inside me. My mother reached out and put a cold, old hand on mine. It felt like a leech. I flinched, and tried not to withdraw.

I talked energetically. ‘We’re going to the radiotheraphy department at the hospital tomorrow,’ I said. I had to crank my mouth into action. ‘To see everything’s okay.’

‘What?’

‘Tomorrow!’ I said loudly, ‘we’ll go to the radiotherapy department. We have an appointment. I’ll take you.’

Marie’s face suffused with panic. She took a little book from her bag. ‘I have a hair appointment,’ she gabbled, leafing through it with trembling hands. I looked too but it was her address book.

‘You’re not doing anything,’ I said, when I found her diary. The pages were blank except for a spidery line of writing: ‘Cat to vet’. Ten years before her hand had been round and firm; now it was cramped and illegible.

‘I must have my hair done before going to the hospital,’ said Marie. There was fear in her eyes; she cringed away from me as if I were a jailor. ‘I can’t go like this. Will I have to take a suitcase?’ Her hands twisted together in panic, old knuckles moving through shiny skin.

‘We are simply going for an appointment.’ My voice was reined-in, squeaky. I wanted to cry. ‘You’re not going in. I promise. Don’t worry.’

‘Mmm.’ Marie pushed her diary into her bag under mounds of filthy tissues. I thought: who is this woman? My mother was beautiful, clever, amusing, she smelt of expensive scent. This woman is nothing to do with me.

At the hospital the next day we sat for an hour in a dusty waiting-room. In the middle of the small card table in front of us was a dying plant. A few bits of an old jigsaw had been cleared up into the saucer in which it sat. There was also an ashtray full of stubs. On the yellow walls were travel posters of Switzerland; most of the people who arrived here would probably never travel again. My mother stared into space; I read some women’s magazines which were ten years out of date. They smelt of other people’s hands.

Finally a young man in a white coat appeared and pumped Marie’s hand.

‘I’m Dr Quendon,’ he said, and the beam that he gave her hung like a Christmas garland suspended at each ear. His teeth sparkled, and his eyes twinkled. Behind the cocktail party exterior he summed Marie up, but I couldn’t quite spot when. He shook my hand as well. He led us to a small cubicle and waved us into seats opposite his desk. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had offered us tea and cucumber sandwiches.

‘How nice to meet you,’ he said, relaxing into a swivel chair opposite. His voice was like an actor’s talking to the gallery, deep, fruity and confident. ‘Do take your coats off. What a chilly day! But it’s so hot in here. The heating is all controlled by a central system over which we have no power.’ He turned to me to include me in the conversation, smiling, as if I were a special guest in a theatre box.

Marie smiled vacantly at him, clutching her bag. ‘Mmm,’ she said staring at his desk.

‘My sister was so thrilled to hear I was going to meet you,’ he said, jotting a few notes with one hand and looking up cheekily. ‘She makes pots and sells a lot to Haussmann’s – where, of course, you are a household word. Actually we’ve just come back from New York seeing the Clarisse Cliffe exhibition. What a delight! Have you heard of her?’

‘Heard of Clarisse Cliffe!’ said Marie. ‘Of course I’ve heard of her! Who hasn’t heard of her!’ she looked quite sharp and spiteful, like she used to. It was as if inside her a couple of torn wires had briefly connected by accident. ‘Personally I always think she was rather overrated.’

‘Do you?’ Dr Quendon looked interested. He put down his pen and stared at her, folding his arms. He was trying to say: ‘Don’t worry about cancer. Art is more imporant. Relax.’ What he did say was: ‘Why do you find her overrated?’

‘Awful colours,’ said Marie, pointing rather rudely at one of the pots on his desk. ‘Rather like …’

‘Mummy! His sister made them!’

‘They’re very colourful, perhaps not to everyone’s taste,’ said Dr Quendon tactfully, ‘based on a visit to Japan and local peasant craft. Wonderful sense of colour,’ he said. ‘And a superb sense of line.’

‘They’re not Japanese colours,’ said Marie, staring at them disdainfully, ‘more South Sea Islands.’

Dr Quendon guffawed and turned to me as if to say: ‘What a card she is!’ But he said: ‘Well, we all agree that your mother has the most marvellous taste! Such a talented woman. What a pity you’re not still at Haussmann’s. The standard isn’t the same.’

‘Yes, you could do with some new furniture in here, couldn’t you?’ said Marie, squirming in her chair. ‘But that desk’s not bad.’

‘Thank you!’ Dr Quendon roared with laughter. ‘I had another patient in the furniture business. Diane Bolan. Immensely talented.’

‘Never heard of her,’ said Marie.

‘She came to me. Same problem as yours,’ he said. ‘She’s now in South Africa. Five years ago I saw her. Absolutely marvellous. On top of the world.’

I wanted to say: ‘Get on with it.’

Dr Quendon noticed my impatience and drew his files nearer.

‘Well, our X-rays,’ he said, ‘down to work. We can’t sit about all day chatting. Unfortunately!’ He added, suddenly looking up at both of us with a warm, glowing smile.

The central heating was pulling at my skin and making my nose ache. I was sweating. But if I took my coat off, I felt, I might never get out of the hospital.

‘I’ll just examine you, if I may,’ said Dr Quendon, rising slowly from his chair. ‘But before we go any further, may I say you have nothing to worry about? These days one can do wonders with pills with no side-effects whatsoever. Slip your clothes off, would you mind, just your top, and I’ll take a peep.’

‘I’ll go outside and wait,’ I said.

‘Don’t leave!’ cried Dr Quendon, ‘I’m not going to do anything that can’t be seen! There’s no reason to go at all.’

But I didn’t want to stay and see my mother’s thin, scraggy shoulders, her unshaven armpits, her weak breasts, her skirtband digging into her waist. I wanted to hide my eyes. Outside I stood against a fat pillar, heavy and warm with yellow gloss paint. Nearby a nurse stared at a screen; a round red light flickered nervously above a double-swing door with curtained windows. An Indian man sat in a wheelchair, covered with a cellular blanket.

Finally Dr Quendon came out from his room, an optimistic spring in his step.

‘Come in! Come in!’

‘Can I see you alone?’ I asked, in an undertone.

‘There’s no reason,’ he said, loudly, then shut the door behind him quietly.

We went next door into a room full of white machines, filing cabinets and odd office chairs. Dr Quendon looked at me sorrowfully, rubbing his hands. ‘Oh, I don’t like seeing patients alone,’ he said, smiling reprovingly. ‘It gives the patient a feeling of secrecy.’

‘But you can’t tell me in front of her. What do you really think?’ I asked.

He was silent, and stared at the floor. Something behind him hummed and whirred.

‘Well, not too good, but there again it could be a lot worse,’ he said. I thought: you are reluctant to talk about it yourself. You not only want her to believe in a miraculous recovery but you want to believe it yourself. Probably you want me to believe it, too. ‘But I can’t of course say how long she’s got.’ His voice had become softer and more human. ‘Some patients come to me in the same state as your mother and a week later … well …’ He shook his head. ‘Others come and are still alive and well today, five years later. And I mean well, living a fit and active life, playing squash.’ I couldn’t imagine my mother playing squash. ‘It so much depends on the attitude of the patient.’

‘Yes.’

‘To have a positive attitude is half the battle. And that is why we don’t like talking to patient’s relations in private. She must believe she will be cured. She must fight. All around her must go along with the same thing,’ he added. (Was I ‘going along’?)

‘I suppose you know that a few weeks ago she made an unsuccessful suicide bid,’ I said. ‘Nothing to do with cancer. To do with clinical depression. She doesn’t feel like fighting.’

Dr Quendon shook his head. He hadn’t heard what I said. It didn’t suit him. ‘You see all this is so much more the reason to get her feeling better, feeling positive,’ he said, looking into my eyes, the old smile returning, cheerleader tones creeping back into his voice. ‘Doing things. Going to the theatre.’

(My mother loathed the theatre. Once I dropped in telling her I was going to see a show. ‘Oh poor darling!’ she said, genuinely sympathetic.)

‘But the treatment? Radio-therapy?’

‘Oh, no,’ he said. ‘Not in this case. Simple pills. Simple hormone pills. Rather like the Pill. No side-effects.’

‘Your hair drops out and you get fat … ?’

Dr Quendon laughed reassuringly. ‘No, no way, no way,’ he said. ‘Those are the cyto-toxics. Only used in final stages. Other times for general treatment. But happily, not in this case. I certainly hope in this case we won’t have to use them.’

‘You won’t let her suffer? Long ago I promised her …’

(Long ago she had been such fun. ‘You will see I’m snuffed out properly, won’t you, darling?’ she said one evening as she was preparing to go out. She was sitting in front of her dressing-table dabbing herself with scent. Three mirrored images of herself stared at me, smiling from the glass. ‘I couldn’t bear to gutter, you know.’)

Dr Quendon leant forward, with a broad grin on his face. ‘No problem,’ he said. ‘You see we doctors are in the business of prolonging life, not prolonging death. That’s what it’s all about.’

‘You haven’t mentioned the word ‘cancer.’ That is what it is, isn’t it?’

‘It’s not a very nice word so we don’t use it,’ said Dr Quendon not using it. ‘It has all sorts of connotations we don’t like. Not every patient dies by any means. We must go back now or she’ll be getting suspicious.’

Back in the office he dispensed more reassuring grins with a low, rumbling laugh. Marie looked sorrowful. ‘I don’t think your mother approves of my furniture,’ he said jovially to me with a broad wink at Marie. ‘When I do my office over I shall get you in specially to choose things for it,’ he said. Marie smiled.

‘And now,’ he said, picking up the telephone receiver, ‘I’m going to ring your own doctor, now in front of you, to show you there’s nothing to worry about. We’ll put you on pills with no side-effects and you could be on them for years and years with no problem.’ All the time he was dialling the number. (I could imagine him at cocktail parties: ‘What I always do to reassure my patients,’ sip, ‘is to ring up their doctor, in front of them …’) ‘Dr Walsky? Quendon here. I’ve got Marie Evert here with me,’ (said in case Dr Walsky shouted anything tactless down the other end) ‘she’s doing absolutely splendidly. I’m putting her on pills and she’ll be right as rain in no time, everything under control. Oh, yes, me too … that was bad luck. Incidentally, John Paleman – what a dirty thing to do. I know. Well, they invited me to go on that committee but honestly …’

During the long conversation I smiled encouragingly at my mother. I put my hand out and patted her hand.

She sat so vulnerably, a thin little person on a hospital chair.

On the way back she said: ‘What a ghastly little man! I didn’t want to hear about his other patients. And those dreadful pots! They can’t be selling them at Haussmann’s, surely.’

‘“Wonderful sense of colour!”” I said, imitating his voice. ‘“Superb sense of line!” And he was so dreadfully cheery!’ We laughed together and for a moment I heard her giggling properly, just like old times.

Then: ‘Too cheery,’ she said, gloomily, ‘I don’t trust him.’

‘Oh, I think he’s okay,’ I said. I had no idea. ‘I mean they do their best, don’t they?’

‘Darling, you are an angel to take me.’

‘Of course. I couldn’t do otherwise, could I?’

*
Saturday afternoon. Still in bed. Still no word from Jan. By now he would have got his weekend organised. He would be watching the racing on television at her house; or he would be with his girlfriend at a gardening centre, hanging around impatiently while she chose shrubs for her new garden; or perhaps he was alone at home, staring at his coins through a microscope.

I had a sudden longing to go back to Haussmann’s to see if anything fell into place. See if I could remember my mother. As she used to be. I would go and buy a pediment for the alcove where the Chinese jar would stand. I got dressed, feeling as if I had an important date.

Haussmann’s was right in the middle of the city, crammed with Saturday shoppers and rich tourists who visited the store these days as part of a sightseeing tour. Carpets on all the floors; Bureaux de Change by every gleaming lift; from the first floor you looked down on a sparkling bazaar packed with scent, sponges, leather, bristle, silk, all combining in a wafting smell of wealth that curled up the double staircase. I used to want to live there it was so luxurious. It was also where my mother was at her best. I went right up to the furniture department on the top floor where my mother had worked. It was quite silent up there and I walked through little half-rooms furnished with maple dining tables, three-piece suites, bunk beds, leather chesterfields. That was where I had wanted to quarter myself – ‘ten sitting rooms, five bedrooms’. (‘And ten times the amount of work to keep it clean, darling,’ my mother had said tartly, ‘and a lot of strangers passing by seeing you pick your nose.’) Her office had been behind three-quarters of a library; you opened the mahogany door and walked into a narrow concrete corridor painted waist-high in battered green paint. It was there I used to come after school to do my homework sometimes; sitting swinging my legs at a small table, staring out of a window at the packers’ yard watching the tops of the big orange vans, covered in bird droppings. Then we would both open the door again, walk into the deep pile carpet of the store, into low lighting and a smell of polish. ‘Goodnight Mrs Evert,’ they’d say to her. ‘Goodnight Titch,’ they’d say to me. If my mother started talking I’d sit on one of the big luxurious sofas for a few minutes and have a bounce. Then, if it was late, we’d buy some pastries from the food hall and take a taxi home.

‘Well, hello there! If it isn’t Jan’s little friend!’

My thoughts were interrupted by a jovial voice. I turned and there was Evan, the man at the races. He was still wearing his camel coat. His eyes sparkled with recognition and his face looked full of gossip and tittle-tattle. ‘You dashed off very quickly that day,’ he said. ‘Enjoy yourself? How’s Jan keeping? I haven’t seen him for a week or so.’

He leaned against an oak bookcase and crossed his legs, staring at me up and down. I wondered what he was doing here.

‘We fell out,’ I said. I wanted to say: tell me all you know about him.

‘They usually do fall out with Jan,’ said Evan. But he looked quite pleased to hear it. I suddenly thought: I wonder if you’re in love with him, too. ‘I’ve never known anyone get women so quickly, or get rid of them so quickly, come to that. But I thought with you it was different.’

‘That’s what he said,’ I said.

Evan looked at his watch and then around at the furniture as if he were waiting for someone. I wanted to stay near him, talking to him. I felt as if I were nearer Jan.

‘You should never fall in love with him,’ he said, smiling. ‘He’ll never leave his girlfriend, whatever he says.’

‘What’s she like?’ With my finger I scraped at a pink velvet covering on a sofa behind my knee. I pressed the pile down viciously.

‘You want to know about her?’ he said. ‘I’m not going to tell you anything! All I can say is that she’s a nice woman. I’d like to tell you she wasn’t but Marin undoubtedly has a heart of gold.’ Life came flooding over me, thawing me out. He had told me something! Marin. I had her name. Not just ‘this woman’. Marin. Marin.

The blousy woman from the races appeared from behind a dresser saying: ‘… bring the tape measure next time, I’m sure it would fit … oh, hullo. What are you doing here?’

They both looked at me. I sat on the arm of the sofa. ‘Oh, just looking around. My mother used to work here.’

The blousy woman’s eyes changed. ‘Not Marie Evert?’ she said, ‘You’re not her daughter are you?’

‘Yes,’ I said. I always felt a bit dull when I said that. Especially when people seemed suddenly so interested in me because of it.

‘You must come and see my gallery,’ said the blousy woman. ‘I’ll send you an invitation. Of course … didn’t she die recently? I’m so sorry. I always admired her so much, though I never met her. How lucky to have such a wonderful mother.’

‘Yes,’ I said. But all I could think of was getting home to gloat over my new treasure. Marin. I would discover her secrets. By thinking of her name, caressing it, fondling it, I could find out things about her like a fortune teller who takes your ring and holds it to feel more about you. American gangsters used to call names ‘handles’ and Marin was like a handle – now I had her name I could hold her.

At home I sat in a chair cross-legged and slowly I entered narrower and narrower tunnels in my mind until I seemed to reach a great cave; there I sat for a while and then I slowly inched my way back.

When I returned I had some facts. I was certain by now she knew my name and had looked it up in the phone book. Or perhaps she’d found my name and address in Jan’s diary and looked up my street on the map. She had a job, one that would introduce her to people for she liked to natter, and she liked to mother. Marin. Marin. I was breathing the same air as Marin. I could see her, with a pale skin, short auburn hair, lines around the mouth. She had a lined neck, soft skin. She had a well-cut suit, and she was immaculately turned out. Almost too perfect. But she had a kind of style. She had the good figure of a childless woman; small hands with good nails; she had expensive jewellery. Perhaps Jan had given it to her. She had a full mouth, ready to smile, expressive face and hands, and she jabbered on and on, with her slight accent increasing as she talked. And yet there was a desperate look in her eyes, and I could see her face went all blotchy when she cried. I could nearly smell her; I felt she needed a lot of warm clothes, she had poor circulation. She must have a dog. Perhaps that dog of Jan’s, it was hers? Had she given the dog to Jan? Had he bought it for her and kept it? It was their child. Ah, yes, she had a little car … no children, definitely no children. That was why she loved Jan. She couldn’t have children. Infertile. Marin.

M-A-R-I-N. A wealth of information in that name.

I let it lie for a while. Don’t push it. My intuition might become huffy if it was pushed or it might jam up. I let it work in its own good time, keeping a distant eye on it like a mother who might tactfully turn away and pretend to do some chores at the very moment her child was about to achieve something new, not wanting to disturb it by her anxiety. It paid off. Later my intuition came up with some more information. She suffered allergies; she spoke other languages; she had a problem with, spelling.

The next day Elijah told me he had some more bad news for me. He stood in the kitchen shaking his head and stroking his chin sorrowfully. Jack measured up a window.

‘This is going to take longer than I expected,’ said Elijah. ‘A month at least. It’s your walls you see.’

‘Oh dear, that is long,’ I said. Marin. Marin.

‘As the actre … oh, forget it,’ said Jack, noticing my preoccupied face.

We stood in the kitchen, the three of us, drinking tea, leaning against a newly delivered cupboard, standing on planks and bits of cardboard. There was the fresh, sweet smell of sawn wood. The whole room was covered with a fine film of plaster dust that was still settling. As the sun came through the window a million specks of dust danced to the floor.

‘The Lord Jesus is here with us today,’ said Elijah, a foolish grin on his face. His white eyes glowed at the thought of Him.

Jack was preoccupied with something as he stirred his tea. Probably a woman, I thought. No. He was thinking of football or his kids or a television programme.

We were all three in that collapsed little room, all only half present, joined by other presences. We were fragmented people meeting in a fragmented setting.

Marin. Marin was with us, too.

*
I hadn’t heard from Jan for ten days now. In order to keep going I started to dress like him, in immaculately pressed trousers and short-sleeved shirts. When I was small, I used to wear an old cardigan of my mother’s. It reached my ankles. When I put it on it acted like a magic cloak; I felt full of love and kisses. When I took it off I was just an empty shell, tense, barren. In clothes like Jan’s I felt secure, warm, and secret, too. I imitated his walk, his way of pressing his fourth and fifth finger together when he picked things up, his awkward slouching mouth that dragged down at the corner, his habit of twiddling his hair. I slipped into the role like an actor. I slouched around using the same sentence structures, the same words, my mouth dragged down, and I began to feel a little closer to him. On my way home from work I drove nearer and nearer to his house until I was actually in his street.

I became nervous, started to sweat; the sun was in front of me so that the on-coming traffic was just a white glare. Perhaps he would come towards me, driving, and I would have to stare straight ahead and drive on, looking like a fool.

I parked the car at the bottom of the street. Small children came up and stared at its bright shiny surface. It was conspicuous, my low-slung coupé, among the battered old Fords and Cortinas that lined the avenue. I walked as casually as I could to his house, checking the road for his car, staring idly at the pavement, the railings, hands thrust in pockets. When I saw the car I wanted to turn and run; he must be in.

The number-plate – PLW – spoke out like a real word. I clenched my fists, strode on, casually staring inside the car as I passed. A racing magazine. A glove. A new cassette. Binoculars. Several cigarette stubs. An old jersey thrown in the back seat. The car seemed to breathe; the blue-grey body-work rising and falling as I passed. It was no dead, inanimate object; it was packed with information, clues and familiar things. Even the rag he opened the bonnet with was significant. I saw his hand gripping it, rubbing the windscreen.

The moment I passed I turned on my heel and ran back to my own car; my face was wet with sweat; hot, guilty patches seeped under my arms. I revved up the engine quickly and drove away, swiftly, past his house, taking only a momentary glimpse in case I could see him. I couldn’t, but a window was open and so I assumed he was there. As I sped by part of me leapt through that window and grabbed some of the life that lurked there and brought it back to me.

When I got back home I went into my garden and looked around me, breathing deeply, victorious, like a burglar after a successful raid. Crack open a bottle of champagne and celebrate! I felt alive and full of cunning. I got the clippers and neatened a hedge, tied up some sweet peas, swept the path, absorbed myself for an hour, full of energy and intent. Inside the house Elijah and Jack had assembled a cupboard. I could put some of my things into it. There were the glimmerings of a solution. I tidied up, and stacked plates into the back of one of the shelves, had a cup of tea, thinking of nothing in particular. Then I realised who would know who Marin actually was. It was Dyna’s brother whom I’d not seen for some months. He was a racing journalist. I suddenly felt certain that he knew of Marin.

I immediately walked into the sitting room, sat on the sofa and dialled his number. Just like that. Natural and straightforward as going to the shops to buy a loaf of bread; no hocus pocus about it. I talked to him for a while, then asked, straight out: ‘I need your help. I’m involved with a man who has another woman. Her name is Marin. She’s foreign. I think you know her.’

Dyna’s brother paused. ‘Marin?’ He tried to think. ‘I don’t know of any Marins.’

I just waited because I knew he did. ‘She’s attractive, around forty, never married, no children.’

‘There’s always Marina … but she’s too young, just left school. Wait a minute … you’re not talking of Marin Ertie are you? The Pole?’ He asked. ‘She was in England for a while. She lived with Clive – you remember him. And they went to Australia together. Yes, she was always around, do you mean to say she’s come back? Come to think of it, I think last Christmas someone mentioned she’d been back here a year or so. A nice woman. Everyone thought she was attractive, but I could never see it myself. Yes, she’d be in her forties. Mad on dogs. Rather desperate.’

‘What was Clive like?’

‘He was a prick. He must have stayed in Australia. They could never have children.’

‘What did Marin do? Did she have a job?’

‘She briefly ran that estate agent that was very fashionable many years ago,’ said my friend. ‘I don’t know what she’s doing now.’

But I knew instinctively that she had gone back to her old job.

‘What part of town do you think she’d be living in?’

‘She always used to hang around the Gilmont area, but she could be living anywhere.’ Probably there. Jan lived there.

As she had only just moved, her address wasn’t in the phone book. However, I wangled her address from the Post Office, and I drove past her house, right away. It was as I imagined, in a smart area of Gilmont, with big flower pots of geraniums outside the door, gleaming knob, fashionable net curtains hung in tricky pleats. She had good, conventional taste. She cooked well. (That came to me from looking at the house.) An agent’s sign still stood outside saying: ‘Sold’. That would be the place she worked now. I took down the number. I was nervous that Jan might come to the house any moment. But, I thought, she doesn’t think I am around any more; she won’t imagine I’m here. I leaned against a wall opposite the house and stared in. Through the living room I could see a garden at the back. The vague outline of a picture in a gold frame. A cheap chandelier. Her little home. My eyes bore into the domestic scene like lasars. Only this morning she had probably come downstairs, tidied up the living room, plumped up the cushions, then gone out. She would return this evening thinking nothing had changed. But it had. My eyes had travelled into her room, lingered on the sofa, caressed her belongings, and her room was now lodged in my mind. Some societies believe photographs of themselves steal their souls; by looking into Marin’s house I took a little, also sullied what I looked at. I thought: I hope when she sits on the sofa she’ll feel ill and worried because I have looked at it.

I drove home. I put my key in the door. No one there. Everything was just as I had left it, the gardening gloves and secateurs on the kitchen table, the newspaper folded at the evening’s television programmes, the half-finished cup of tea, the chair pushed back from the table. It looked like the Marie Celeste. No sign of myself. As I washed up the cup I looked out of the window at a wall and wondered if I should go to the cinema on my own, or perhaps go through some of my mother’s papers, her insurance, pension fund, write to her bank, get her affairs in order. Reply to some of the sympathetic letters I had received. Sort out the piles of old photograph albums, try and make a decision about what to do with her house. I made the suggestions to myself as a nanny might to a sick child, and to every question I answered: ‘No, not now. I don’t feel like it.’

I wandered aimlessly from room to room. What more was there to discover? Thick boredom hung round me like fog. When I thought of Jan and Marin I saw them in grey, like people caught on the snoop screen in a supermarket. But the camera was immovable and the view fixed. I wasn’t in the picture, I was just watching. I just had to get in touch with Jan again. I couldn’t do without him. Or, indeed, Marin.


Chapter Six

When I woke the next day, having made that decision, I felt full of courage. Light burst into my room through the cracks in the curtains; dazzling strips of sunlight marked the walls. Downstairs I could hear the builders singing. I got up and dressed. I would ring him today. Hope drenched me like a warm shower. As I walked to work I didn’t feel alone. I felt I was holding my hand, and leading myself on, sometimes running ahead and beckoning. I felt like a whole tumbling crowd of people, waving, arguing, enthusing, confiding, sometimes all marching forward and singing together like a big choir.

I didn’t ring him straight away. First Audra looked in wanting me to have dinner the next night to discuss something. Then I answered a whole bunch of correspondence about my mother’s estate, made a date to sign some papers at the solicitor’s office and wrote to an estate agent asking them to put my mother’s house on the market. Clear everything up quickly and cleanly so that I couldn’t remember what had happened, like hoovering in the early hours of the morning after a big party in order to wake up to an orderly house.

But while I was sitting at my desk, writing, I waited for some inner pre-set signal. When I felt it click I simply drew the telephone to me, dialled his number and when he said: ‘Hello,’ I answered, ‘Hello Jan,’ and my voice sounded warm and twinkly, full of confidence and kindness.

‘Well, hello! I’ve missed you!’ and I could hear his expression, a smile broadening on his face, moving closer to the telephone.

‘Why didn’t you ring me?’ I asked. I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

‘I didn’t want to get the phone put down in my face, of course,’ he said, ‘I wanted to see you, though. Why didn’t you ring?’

‘I was waiting for you to ring so I could put the phone down on you,’ I said. It sounded good.

He laughed. I saw him down the other end of the phone, lips flattened into a wide smile, crossing his legs, reaching for a cigarette.

‘Before you put it down can we make a date to meet?’ he asked. ‘Or isn’t this a social call?’

‘I thought you’d be busy,’ I said. In the faint silence that followed I felt blindfolded, groping through a jungle, feeling the trunks of trees, listening for cracked twigs, sniffing the air for fire.

‘Not too busy to see you,’ he said. ‘She’s starting to write poetry now. Probably to impress me. Lousy stuff.’

‘I didn’t think she’d like poetry,’ I said. (Why would she like poetry?)

‘When can we meet?’

He picked me up at the office that night after all the staff had gone home. I met him by the lift, watching the orange lights announce his ascent. The doors opened and there he was, exactly as I remembered him, standing jauntily in the far corner, a paper and a book under his arm. He looked delighted, as if he’d been smiling to himself on his own in the lift all the way up. He came out of the lift and kissed me on the cheek. His cheek was warm and soft and he smelt as he always did, of cheap toilet water and shampoo. Clean.

We walked down the deserted corridors, the office furniture in the adjacent rooms looking homely and comfortable in the half-light.

‘It’s enormous, like Versailles,’ he said, pushing through a swing door. I heard the sound of it squeaking as it fell back; even our footsteps made noises on the carpet that I had never heard during the day.

In my office I sat him down and gave him a drink while I tidied some things up. ‘I like your gadgets,’ he said, pointing to the small computer and the word processor, ‘Aren’t they smart.’

His approval made me want to jump for joy inside. I felt like a clever little girl. I wanted to snuggle my head in his overcoat, then spring onto his knee and cover his face with kisses; I wanted him to lift me high in the air and swing me round and round with the wind on my face. Instead, I sat there, legs crossed, in my silk suit, on my swivel chair, looking like a grown-up.

He had booked a table at a restaurant over the road near the bank where we had first met. ‘No one will see us there,’ he said, as we stood on the pavement about to go in. The night air was cold and sweet; the tips of my fingers ached as he spoke. But as we pushed the door open ahead of me, I was engulfed in the sweet smell of cooking, the tinkle of a little piano and the hum of conversation.

We sat in the corner at a tiny table. My back was against a reproduction Art Nouveau poster. I said: ‘You make me sound like a mistress on the side,’ and as he just looked at the menu and was silent I thought: that’s what I’ve become.

He looked up as if he had something to say he wanted to get out of the way. ‘She and I have been together for years one way and another,’ he said slowly. ‘Whatever I say, she feels like home to me.’

‘I suppose that means you love her,’ I sounded flip but inside I felt everything collapse into rubble like a demolished building.

He put down the menu and crossed his arms. ‘You know I don’t love people.’ he said, ‘You’re the person I’ve come closest … I know I’ve behaved badly. I’m in such a mess between you two. You know I feel for you … such …’

But he might have been going to say something kind and pitying like ‘tenderness’ or ‘affection’.

I said: ‘I want your children.’ My voice was quite cold as if I were ordering an item from the menu.

He didn’t answer. He just looked into my face. ‘Why don’t we just get on a plane together and go away for ever?’ he asked urgently. ‘You know that’s what I want. To be with you always. Why don’t you arrange it?’

‘What do you mean “arrange it”? How can I arrange anything when this woman is about?’ I asked, leaning over the table. ‘Tell me, how can I?’

‘She won’t be around for ever, I can assure you,’ he said. ‘The writing is on …’

‘The writing is on the floor,’ I said. His face crumpled into knowing laughter. His green eyes were full of bright cunning. They were saying: I know that you know that I know that you know. But I didn’t know.

‘Let’s go away together sometime soon,’ he said. ‘One weekend. I’ll take you to Ireland for the races.’

‘You’d be deceiving her,’ I said. ‘You’re not good to her.’

‘How else can I see you?’ he said, putting one hand through his hair nervously. ‘I’m very careful now of course.’

I hated to hear him talk like that. ‘Is there any future in all this?’ My voice sounded dull and flat like a thick chopping board.

‘Of course there is,’ he said, ‘I’ve told you. This thing with her won’t last for ever. I think of you, more and more. I want to fuck you. I want to fuck you now,’ he suddenly took my hands across the table, ‘ “When the prick stands up the brains get buried in the ground”, old Jewish saying. And my prick is standing up now. I want to take you to a field and have you, just have you on the ground, like a common slut, like a whore …’ He pressed my hand to his mouth, licked one of the fingers, took it into his mouth and sucked it. Then he nipped it with his teeth. ‘I want you to be wet, dripping for me …’

My vision was blurred, my body seemed to be getting bigger and smaller every second, and I felt a flame lick up inside me. I leaned forward. ‘Will you come inside me?’ I whispered. ‘I want to feel you flowing into me …’ We hurried over our meal, skipping coffee.

*
The builders made slow progress in the kitchen. They would come in and put up a cupboard but take down another at the same time. One step forward, one step back. Permamently half-finished. At least now I could cook in it; but there would come a time when they would have to do the walls, when, as far as I could see, everything would have to be dismantled again. But there were subtle and crucial differences; it looked a slightly different size, wider than it used to. And there was a different light that made it look like someone else’s kitchen, which appealed to me. I liked to feel a guest in my own comfortable house.

‘Got a boyfriend?’ asked Jack curiously. He had looked sullenly at a window frame, sighed, and decided to have a cup of tea and a cigarette instead.

‘Slightly.’ I was about to go to work, stopping on the way to see my mother’s solicitor about her will. She had left me everything.

‘What does that mean?’ He laughed. ‘A married man?’

‘I don’t like married men.’

‘Surely I’m an exception?’ said Jack, shutting his eyes and pursing his lips.

‘He has a girlfriend. I’m in an uncomfortable position at the moment.’

Jack opened his mouth.

‘Don’t say as the actress said to the bishop,’ I said.

‘So your boyfriend’s got another girlfriend then? Which does he like best?’

‘Her, it seems.’

‘You’re being taken for a ride, if you don’t mind my saying so,’ said Jack, looking up. ‘You tell ‘im. Get rid of her or that’s it. Finito. He’s got it made, hasn’t he? Two girlfriends, you hanging on a string, playing you like a puppet!’

‘This man … he’s frightened of involvement or perhaps just doesn’t want to get involved … He’s committed to this other woman. Possibly a kind of filial attachment …’ My explanation dribbled out like old bits of Christmas string knotted together in ugly lumps.

‘Come off it. It’s a case of one guy having his cake and eating it. A simple case of you being the sucker. My missus would never stand for any of that, not for one minute, not if I even looked at another woman. So this geezer prefers this other woman to you. So move on.’

I looked at the clock. I thought: it seems so simple put like that. But surely it isn’t as simple as that? There are all kinds of complicated factors to be considered.

‘I don’t understand why some of you women do it,’ said Jack. His eyes were kindly, stroking my face. ‘You’re an attractive woman, you’re a really attractive woman. You could have any man you want, it wouldn’t be difficult. You’ve got everything. And you go and find yourself some two-timing fancy-man. If you tied him down most likely he’d knock you about. I suppose you’d like that. Some women do.’

‘I don’t really like straightforward people. I’m only happy with difficult people.’ I thought to myself: I sound like a real berk.

That afternoon I stopped in the park after leaving work. It was still a hot summer. The whole town seemed like a holiday town; everyone smiled at each other as if they were friends. In the park the sunlight seeped through the cool green leaves onto the burgeoning flower gardens below – geraniums, petunias, roses, white climbers on the dark brick walls, bushes heavy with red blooms; there was the bitter smell of town dust boiling on the leaves of privet hedges. Far away the grass was lush and green, but close up it was yellow and scrubby pushing out of hard packed earth. Parents took their children out with bread for the ducks; fathers pushed pushchairs; mothers trailed behind with the small ones, the youngest picking up stones, the bigger ones leaping ahead, showing off.

I sat on a bench and looked at the ducks on the pond and the children. A surge of affectionate pity for Jan swept over me. Poor Jan, I thought, what an unhappy and unkind person you are. I love you all the more. I glowed with compassion for the very faults in him that hurt me. I felt like a saint. We would marry and he would become good.

In front of me a man and a girl sat on the grass talking. He had long greasy hair and he spoke with the dreary monotone of someone who has at one time in his life been very stoned indeed for long periods.

‘I felt I needed to give this relationship a chance but Anya, who had just got married, she said that Tan wouldn’t have it.’

‘That’s a shame,’ said the girl.

‘It is. Particularly as these new songs I’d written, Ray said they were excellent and if only the company had signed us up beforehand we would have made it, I feel sure.’ The man moved round to get the sun out of his eyes and saw me. His eyes were blank like small panes of glass. He had the battered, starved face of an old man but he must have been only thirty-seven or so. And yet his bones were fine and firm; once he must have been very good-looking. I thought I recognised something about him, but then it vanished. ‘… turned into a real user and after he’d scored the police had to bust him, didn’t they, even though he’d paid and had this mate, another drummer, actually, who acted as go-between.’ Had I met him once, long ago? Hadn’t I danced close with him, once, at a party? Hard body through soft worn clothes and bitter nicotine breath. ‘So he’s in nick now, Pal is in Germany and though this television thing was offered me and I’ve got the songs, my guitar’s up in the North. Well, I could borrow one …’ We’d gone back to what he called his pad and slept in his friend’s bed. In the morning he had asked my name and said he’d ring me but he never did. I had thought about him a lot. ‘Mulligan promised too that if I got this gig together we’d have a contract of ten thousand pounds. Karen and Lil, they’re the kids, did you know I had kids? Beautiful kids. But I can’t see them …’

His hands had been on my body. His fingers had been dry. His fat rough tongue had been in my mouth. I had thought he was marvellous. During his story I felt distant mirrors were being moved, trying to get his story into focus. Anya. Anya’s wedding. Had I been there? Was it familiar because I had wanted to go? When I finally left I took a look at the girl. I had known her when I was twenty; she didn’t recognise me either. We had had lunch once and she had asked me round to her house for a meal but I couldn’t go. As I left I thought: people I used to know have already forgotten me. Would Jan forget me?

Back at home I sat in the garden with a drink. As I had seen Jan the night before I wouldn’t see him tonight. Probably I wouldn’t see him tomorrow, either. Perhaps he would fit me in somewhere at the weekend. I had better not make any plans just in case he rang at the last minute. But, of course, if he didn’t ring at the last minute I wouldn’t have any plans. But that was how it would have to be. I would just have to sit through the whole weekend on my own. I could write some letters; play some records (quietly); do some gardening. But I was chained to the telephone on an invisible rope.

I liked sitting in the garden on my own. It was quiet and warm, full of evening sounds, the tinkling of a faraway ice-cream van, the purr of a mower, the comfortable noises of birds settling down for the night. I would wait here on my own until dusk fell and then, when I couldn’t even see my feet in the darkness, when I was stiff with cold and other people’s windows lit up in a patchwork of light across the way, then I would come in, boil myself an egg and go to bed.

Perhaps this was how my mother felt when she was on her own. My mother. Was she in the garden with me? Where was she? Where had she gone when she died? What had happened? I went over the scene again and again as I sat in the evening sun.

I had been rung up by someone at the hospital who told me my mother had collapsed in the street and that it was an emergency. The Sister wanted to see me. Would I go at once? I realised that something terrible had happened and after collecting her night things I rushed there straightaway. The hospital was a decrepit building tucked behind empty office blocks, bombed sites and a handful of eighteenth-century churches that had survived the war. There were cracks in the ceilings, leaking radiators, curling announcements for last year’s nurses’ hops still on the notice-boards. Overcome by the overheated atmosphere and thinking of taking off my coat, I realised I was wearing black, as if going to a funeral.

I took a huge lift to my mother’s ward – a great ballroom of a lift designed to take horizontal bodies – and under a bright neon light in the corridor leading up to the ward two nurses stood gossiping, their friendly Irish voices a contrast to the surroundings. I paused, waiting for the conversation to end. They continued talking. Behind them, in a darkened room, an Arab with an eye-patch sat in a wheel-chair, his figure outlined in white flickering light from a huge black and white television set. He was thin and gaunt as if he were being eaten up from the inside.

I stood some time longer, more and more irritated by the nurses. Finally one must have been struck by my impatience because she turned. ‘The Sister rang me an hour ago,’ I said, ‘she said she wanted to see me about Mrs Evert.’

‘Oh, good Lord,’ said the other nurse, ‘Sister’s having her teabreak. Are you a relation?’

‘Her daughter.’

The other nurse turned to go. ‘Well, perhaps you’d like to see your mother?’

I started to cry.

Perhaps it was the strain of the whole day or perhaps it was the ward; everything was on top of me. The Sister being at her teabreak was the final straw.

‘No, I want to see the Sister first. When – when will she come – come back from her teabreak, the Sister, I mean?’ By now I was howling and I knew my face was like a child’s when it’s upset, mouth gaping and gasping, red-cheeked, gulping for breath. I wanted the Sister at once. It was terribly, terribly important.

One of the nurses came up to me and put her arm round me. She smelt of boiled sweets. ‘Dear, dear, there’s nothing to worry about, your mother’s alive, we’re looking after her well.’

‘That’s what I mean,’ I was confiding in the air. ‘She’s got cancer. She doesn’t want to live. She never wanted to live. She’s not living.’ I rocked to and fro like an eastern widow, wailing. I could hear my cries echo round the hall, boomeranging back at me. My head felt as if someone had cleaved it with an axe and the two halves were lying at my feet beside me like halves of an orange.

The other nurse said: ‘I’ll get the Sister,’ and went away, while the first nurse guided me into the television room where the Arab still sat, staring at the screen.

‘Would you like a cup of tea now?’ she said, kindly. She held my hand. I started to control myself and thought: it’s my mother who deserves the attention, not me. Slowly my feelings started to change, and I was in charge, rather more in charge than usual. I thanked the nurse with condescension, like a duchess.

‘Thank you so much for being so sweet,’ I said, ‘you are kind.’

The Sister was big with large breasts and she wore a blue uniform with a small blue and white cap on her misty white hair. She was like a wooden figure on the prow of a ship. She drew up a chair and sat down. ‘Don’t you upset yourself, dear,’ she said, kindly. ‘Your mother’s alive. Don’t worry at this stage.’ (At what stage? I wondered.) ‘You need a word with doctor perhaps. I’ll get him on call. You know what it is don’t you?’

‘Cancer?’ I said. Now the Arab seemed to be listening hard. ‘The, ah, disease … ?’ I corrected myself.

The Sister nodded. ‘She’s collapsed. She’s very anaemic. But don’t lose hope. Maybe something can be done. Certainly, in some cases …’

‘Oh, yes.’ I wished I had enough kindness in me to be able to look up at her gratefully, to thank her with my eyes; but sadness made me short and selfish.

We got up and went down a corridor to a door with a window and a small curtain over it. I went in.

There, in the bed, was my mother. Though it was hardly a bed and hardly my mother. The bed was a metal cot with bars around it so that she couldn’t get out; my mother was lying with her eyes closed, gasping heavily, on a drip, emaciated and worn, with a cracked mouth and hair glued down to her scalp with sweat.

‘She’s been sleeping a lot, dear,’ said the Sister. Then she shouted at my mother. ‘Your daughter’s here, dear, a nice surprise for you, feeling better are you?’ She bustled over to the window and checked it was tightly locked. She fiddled about with the bed-rest and heaved my mother forward.

‘Don’t … don’t torment me!’ My mother didn’t know where she was.

‘Feeling more comfortable are you, dear?’ shouted the Sister, above the noise of a disc jockey on a radio that was being piped into the room. ‘Have a glass of water, dear, that’s good. What a pretty nightie!’ She shook it out of the bag I had brought. ‘And a lovely new toothbrush! Soon you’ll be back to your old self. I’ll leave you two until the doctor comes.’

She rustled out of the room, shaking thermometers and checking on the way. I sat down beside Marie in bed.

‘Mummy?’ I said, pressing her hand. It felt warm and sad like new bread. I wanted to cry when I looked at her. I ached for her. ‘Mummy? It’s me. Are you all right? Can you hear me?’

She turned her face towards me as if she heard me. Then she opened her eyes very slowly and her pupils contracted as she focused on me. A spectre-like smile crept over her face. I remembered a picture of a witch in an old fairy-book; I had always turned the page quickly when I got to it. I wanted to turn the page now. My mother looked eager and cunning.

‘Am I dead?’ she said in a rasping whisper, turning her head to clutch mine. Her nails dug into my flesh. ‘Am I dead?’ Her voice was full of hope and energy.

‘No, you’re not, you’re alive, you’re here, I’m here.’ I would have given anything to have been able to tell her differently.

She closed her eyes and slumped down on the pillow, despairing. ‘Oh no!’ she gave a groan, ‘why can’t I die?’ Then she relapsed again into a wheezy sleep. I got up and turned off the radio. My hand was shaking and my palms were slippery.

‘I’ll be back. You’ll be all right,’ I said. I leant over the cold bars and kissed her cheek. It was cold, covered with a gluey sweat.

The Sister knocked. ‘Dr. Quendon is here,’ she said.

Dr. Quendon came in, his foot springy with confidence. He was wearing tinted glasses and pieces of gold jewellery peeped out from under the cuffs of his white coat.

‘Well!’ he said, rubbing his hands together and smiling. His voice was as resonant and well-oiled as ever, as if he’d just had it serviced. ‘Mrs Evert! Marie!’ (I thought: If he calls her Marie she must be dying.) ‘How good to see you looking so well! Much better than this morning!’ My mother’s head rolled to one side and she gave a pitiful little smile. Her eyes nearly opened, then sank back. She was hunting desperately for a compliment.

‘We’ll have you out of here and right as rain in no time,’ he boomed. ‘You’ve done marvellously well, marvellously! You’ve pulled through! You’re remarkably strong! You’ll be out in a couple of days!’

‘Can I talk to you?’ I asked. I was begging.

‘Nothing that we can’t talk about in front of your mother!’ shouted Dr. Quendon jovially. (Behind his eyes I could see he was saying: help me keep up this act, for God’s sake, for your mother’s sake. And sometimes my mother was charmed by him. ‘Ghastly little Welshman,’ she’d say when we left his surgery, ‘Awful short legs. Why are they so unattractive? How can his wife bear to go to bed with him?’ But when he told her she was looking wonderful – ‘Wonderful! Are you sure I haven’t got your age wrong in the notes?’ she would simper suddenly and give him a warm smile full of promise.)

I started to cry again. Dr. Quendon put his arm round me, gripping hard. ‘We’ll be back, Marie!’ he said, steering me out of the room and into his office, a tinted glass box down the corridor. On the walls were abstract paintings; on the desk many peculiar paperweights and ashtrays, gifts from grateful patients. Or perhaps the grateful relations of dead patients.

‘I’m sorry about this, my dear,’ he said sitting in his chair. The office resounded with his voice. ‘I must admit something to you, something that, I might add, I never admit to my patients,’ He gave me a well-used smile. ‘I feel upset. Because this was a failure. A failure on my part to realise how far the disease had gone. However, there are other pills that can help. She can be promised, certainly, another three months if not a great deal longer. Of course, I have to say it, there are side-effects. Her hair will go. They can be painful. But I know your mother is courageous …’

I felt like someone watching helplessly as a foreigner who has asked him the way drives off in the wrong direction.

‘I’ve promised her I’d never let her suffer side-effects like no hair and weight-gain,’ I said. It was true but my voice sounded mechanical as if I were lying. ‘She has always been depressed. As you know, she tried to kill herself even before all this started. You can’t rescue her to go on living the way she has been living. And with no hair. That’s cruel.’

‘People ask for promises to be put out of their pain when they are healthy. When it actually comes down to it, very few people want to die. Just because you find it hard to cope with your mother now doesn’t mean …’

‘Look, Dr. Quendon, she’s never been happy. She’s been under psychiatric treatment for the last ten years. She is an unhappy person who wants to die.’

Dr. Quendon shook his head and picked up a marble egg from an onyx ashtray, tossing it from palm to palm. ‘You don’t have the right attitude,’ he said. ‘We don’t believe in dying, here. We believe in living.’

‘But she believes in dying!’ I said, ‘It doesn’t matter how good the pills are. She’ll still be depressed. And if they have side-effects … I couldn’t do it to her.’

‘She’s got everything to live for,’ he said. Then he leant forward, placing the egg back into the dish. ‘And not least – a marvellous daughter like you.’

I thought: your flattery is cruel. But I forced a smile.

‘And of course she is the most original, talented woman, the most attractive, fascinating woman …’

I thought: I feel jealous, even at this moment I feel jealous.

‘… afraid, of this disease. And yet there’s no reason,’ he continued. ‘It carries a dreadful stigma. Everyone thinks you die of it. Why, half the people you see walking around on your way home probably have it and will live as healthily as you or I, chances are more likely they’ll be run over by a bus than die of it!’ He fingered his digital watch. It started to squeak.

‘Why do you never use the word?’ I asked again.

‘What word?’ he countered. ‘No, look. I rely on you, you and I together, to restore your mother’s faith in life …’

After a transfusion the next day my mother, though incoherent and barely capable of recognising me, was quite tough and fit physically. The following day she was near death again. The new pills had not yet been started. They wanted to ‘stabilise’ her first. But she wouldn’t stabilise. She could live only on daily transfusions.

Ten days later it was clear she was dying, that she was making every effort to die, that everything was heading towards death; only the transfusions held her back. She lay day after day motionless in her hospital bed. Her shrunken figure was shoved awkwardly into position against large pillows like a fragile present packed for the post. Her hair was thin and her white scalp showed through the strands; her shrivelled arms were taped to drips and another tube hung out of her cracked mouth. Her eyes stared open, starting from their sockets. All over her body she was starting to bleed from strange cracks that had appeared; she looked as if she had been cut all over with tiny razors. Her nails seemed to be the only thing growing, as if they had a life of their own. They looked like talons.

‘Uuu … ooo arring,’ she said when I went in on the tenth day. It hurt her to speak so she only mouthed strange vowels.

‘Are you all right?’ I always said this. I didn’t know what I wanted her to say.

‘Oh … oh …, … oh … ell … me, ell … me … peese … hhellp … me … aahling!’

I sat with her for a bit, holding her gummy hand, staring into her terrible face. Then I had to get up and go into the corridor to breathe. The Sister was in the corridor and when she came up to me she looked upset. She took my arm and guided me into a side room. She stood there, gabbling at me.

‘… forgive me, I’m a Catholic, you see,’ she was shaking her head, patting my arm. ‘But this is not right, not right. Oh, I have experience in these cases, God help me. You know what your mother has got?’

‘Cancer,’ I said, staring at her. It helped me to say the word.

‘Yes, cancer. She’s got cancer.’ The Sister seemed relieved at hearing the word, too.

‘There are injections. I know … I shouldn’t be … but you don’t know what pain your mother is in, mental pain it is, isn’t it?’

‘Yes.’ She actually understood about my mother. I listened intently to what she said.

‘It’s terrible to see her anguish. The good Lord Himself, He would not wish her to suffer like this. We see this … doctors don’t. Yesterday when you were gone … oh, it was terrible what she went through. I have seen some sights here, my dear, God have mercy on me, but I never … oh, please, I’m a Roman Catholic, I ought not to mention these things but there is an injection they can give them … it is only kindness … and love, my dear … and what is being offered her? A month more? In mental torment?’ Her voice trailed off as if she were ashamed of what she had said.

‘I’ve asked the doctor already,’ I said. ‘I’ve asked him. I’ve spelt it out. How can I ask him again? I would be nagging at him to … I would … I would seem … it would be, he would think I was a …’

‘But I beg that you do just that,’ she said, holding my hands in her two hands, and looking into my face. She looked pure and good, like a mother. ‘I tell you, I’m a Catholic. But please, do the right thing by her. Ask the doctor again. There is no hope for your mother, dear. Only another few months of agony.’

I said I would try again, but I didn’t know if I meant it. As I left the Sister, Dr. Quendon walked by in the corridor as if the meeting had been pre-arranged. He asked me into his office.

He sat down and shot his white cuffs from under his white coat. He made a joke to a houseman who was sitting silently beside him. Then he turned to me.

‘We’ll start the treatment tomorrow now she’s a little stronger. Only an outside chance, of course, of it having an effect. But you never know … I think it’s worth a try myself.’ The young houseman stared at the notes and nodded his head.

There was a silence. I thought: your unequivocal statement is actually a question. I cleared my throat. ‘My mother tried to commit suicide before she got cancer,’ I said. ‘She has been talking of it for ten years. She longs to die. She has always asked, begged me, not to leave her in any pain, mental or otherwise.’ My voice sounded as if it were the radio, measured and even. ‘I gather she is considerably anguished here. I can see she is physically ill. For the last year, since she has developed cancer, she has been talking constantly of death. She longs to die. We are not talking of a happy woman with a will to live here. We are talking of my mother … my mother who wants to …’

But my control snapped. I dropped my head into my hands and sobbed. I thought: am I genuinely upset or not? I felt so confused. It was the pain of the confusion that made me cry, not the idea of my mother dying.

Dr. Quendon coughed. Then he said in a different voice that seemed closer to my face: ‘Well, of course, that does rather alter the picture.’ (As if it were the first time I’d mentioned it to him.) ‘In this case perhaps we’d better give her a strong pain-killing injection and see how that goes for a while.’ He smiled. His houseman nodded. He scribbled something on a piece of paper. He rang his bell. A chain of flat gold links fell against the hairy back of his hand. ‘Let’s do this right away, eh?’ he said as if he were in a hurry to get it all over with. A nurse came in. ‘Ah, nurse. This is the injection for Mrs. Evert. I think we’ll see how this goes, eh? Now I must get on … Best of luck, my dear …’ He got up and bent over his desk to shake my hand. It was a farewell squeeze and as our fingers touched I realised he was a kind man doing a terrible job.

I stammered out thanks. But then I thought: what is this injection? Did he understand what I meant? I said goodbye and followed the nurse into my mother’s room.

My mother was in the middle of a spate of hysterical activity and talking nonsense. ‘Keep me in here, in ‘ell, at the round of devils … you bitch, go home, go home … oh, darling,’ she said when she saw me. She was trying to pull a drip from her arm with a hand like a claw; her nails dragged against her paper-thin skin. She was restrained by the nurse. ‘Going home …’ she said. She tried to get out of bed and the tube fell from her arm. The nurse shouted in a loud voice. ‘Just an injection, Mrs. Evert, just an injection.’ She settled my mother, turned her over and I saw the needle sink into her flesh. Then she drew the curtains. ‘Get a bit of sleep now, Mrs. Evert,’ she yelled. ‘A bit of sleep.’

She went out of the room. I was left alone with my mother. I clicked up the metal rack that propped up her pillows and settled her head so that it was flat. Marie smiled. She curled into a foetal position and took my hand. I pulled the bedclothes over her. I sat beside her and stroked her hand. She looked so scraggy and brittle, like a little newly-born fledgling dropped from its nest, feathers still awry and staring in all directions.

‘Mummy, mummy,’ I said leaning close to her. ‘Don’t worry. Everything is all right. I promise now. I have organised it. There is nothing to worry about. Just oblivion. It’s just oblivion. You will go to sleep and never wake up. Don’t worry. You won’t have any more pain. I’ll stay with you until you go to sleep.’

She leant forward and with her dry, cracked lips, she kissed my hand. ‘Thank you, darling,’ she said, and her voice was warm and clear. Then she fell asleep and I sat there for an hour as her breathing got heavier and heavier until eventually she fell into a deep sleep. The next morning the Sister rang me to say she had died in the night.

As I sat in the darkening garden, remembering, I felt her presence close to me.

*
I went down in the lift to the ground floor the next night and peered in the mirror on the side. I looked confident, calm. Even glamorous. Like my mother. Where was that flaw that Jan had seen? There was surely no sign of it in my face. I didn’t look forward to having dinner with Audra. I was worried she might want to tell me off for being absent from work so much. Or, if it was something else, I didn’t want to discuss it in the evening.

Two women, dining on their own in a smart hotel. Very fashionable and liberated, but also very sad, both of us sitting there, dressed up, talking business in the night, while couples flirted together and got drunk at nearby tables. Better to be on my own at home. At least no one would see me there, measuring out the hours in the dark with a drink in my hand and a small tray beside me. A piece of toast and jam. Like my mother’s tea. Smell of toasted crumbs.

The lift doors slid open and my feet tapped on the marble floor. How smart my shoes looked, small and neat, polished. Not like my feet at all. What were they doing, those slim legs, sticking out from under my coat? Surely not mine. I stopped to hand the key of my office in to the receptionist. Then I saw Jan, waiting on a crumpled black leather sofa, staring into the ever-flowing fountain that gushed over multi-coloured stones by the reception desk. He looked white, washed out and he hadn’t shaved. And yet just seeing him set up a quickening in my body; a thrill shuddered over me and all my blood flooded to my skin’s surface. When he saw me he got up and smiled.

‘I’m taking you to dinner,’ he said.

‘I’m going out.’ I wished I wasn’t.

‘Yes, you’re going out with me,’ he said, gripping my arm hard as we moved through the self-opening doors. ‘Not with anyone else.’

‘But I can’t just stand them up.’ Inside I felt as if my feet were on two different ice floes slowly drifting apart.

‘Why not? I need you now. Fuck whoever it is.’

So I went in and called Audra to cancel our dinner.

‘What did you say?’ asked Jan, smiling victoriously outside.

‘Something to do with my mother,’ I said. I thought: this is what you wanted, for him to come for you and take you out, and tell you what to do, like a stone-age hunter. But another bit of me thought: he is very childish and inconsiderate.

Over dinner he said that in a fit of rage he had told Marin he was leaving her. He had told her he was seeing me. There had been a dreadful scene; he had said unforgivable things. He felt guilty and upset. Was I sure I was going to go through with all this? He was risking a lot for me, did I know that? After dinner he asked me to drop him off at his house so he could be alone – he hadn’t brought the car in that day. But I was still excited and angry at his behaviour. I thought: I won’t let him out of the car. I’ll drive him around till the early morning and then Marin will know he has spent the night with me.

When I got to his house I let him out but I parked the car and got out as well and went up to the door with him.

‘Okay, just for a drink,’ he said as he opened the door. The dog yapped. ‘I can’t stand any more scenes this evening.’

‘What do you mean, just for a drink?’ I felt aggressive and big. Perhaps I would just wreck his house that night, wreak havoc. Turn over all the tables, leave lipstick scrawls on the mirror. Pee on the sheets. Burn his clothes. Why not? Make an impact. Inside I took off my coat. ‘You mean you don’t want to make love to me?’

‘I’m tired. I’m emotionally done in.’

‘Okay,’ I said. I felt extremely sexy, keyed up and proud like a film star who knows everyone is looking at her. As I walked over to the sofa I felt my hips wide and womanly, toppling on my long legs. My skin tingled. Jan sat down beside me.

‘I shouldn’t have told her,’ he said.

‘She probably asked for it.’ I thought: who cares what she feels? Stupid bitch.

‘No one asks to be told something like that,’ he said, looking serious. ‘I shouldn’t have started it.’

‘Where is she tonight?’

‘Gone out with her brother. He hates me. He’s always causing trouble. He can cause as much trouble as he wants. I wish to God she’d get off my back.’

‘That’s what the fuss was about, wasn’t it?’ I said. ‘Nothing to do with your wanting to be with me.’

‘Not at all,’ he said. He sounded convincing. ‘It was about you. Evan told her about us, apparently. You shouldn’t go round telling people things. Why him of all people? You might as well advertise in The Times.’

‘I hardly said anything,’ I said. ‘And anyway, I like talking about you. It makes me feel closer to you. As if you were more real.’

Jan turned and stroked my hair. He smiled.

‘I think I make you very sad,’ he said. I thought: as if he were talking to a beaten dog.

‘Yes, you do.’ But I said it like a fact, not an accusation. I leant over to kiss him. He didn’t resist. His mouth was warm and soft. Tenderness wrapped around me like a shroud. I put my fingers through his hair and looked at him. ‘This is no good,’ I said, ‘all this.’

He shook his head. ‘No, it isn’t. I’m making two people unhappy.’

‘Three.’

‘No, I’m never unhappy,’ he said. And he said it almost regretfully as if he wished, sometimes, that he could be. I kissed him again and then put my hand down between his legs. He was hot and hard. We peeled off our clothes hastily and hurried to bed; a quick change in Jan’s mood could stop it all. We made love welded together like twins until our soaking skins slithered against each other and parted us.

Later the telephone rang. Jan froze. He rolled over to pick up the receiver and then hesitated. ‘It’s her,’ he said. ‘Damn.’

‘Let it ring,’ I said. I looked at my watch. It was one o’clock. ‘Does she often do this?’

‘Sometimes,’ he said. He looked sick and grey as he lay back on the pillow.

‘After this she’ll come round,’ I said. I knew she would.

‘My car’s here,’ he said. ‘She’ll see.’

I thought: sometimes you have a grimy nature.

‘You’ll have to go,’ he said. ‘Oh God.’

‘Just don’t answer the phone.’

‘I’ll have to.’

The phone stopped. Five minutes later the door bell rang. It was persistent. Jan rang the bell like that, too. I thought: she’s out there in the night. I’ve never been so close to her before. I can almost see her strained face outside the door, smell the hot, salty mixture of foundation and tears. Finally the ringing stopped and there was the sound of a car revving up.

‘She’s going home again,’ said Jan. ‘She’ll ring me from there. You must go.’

I got out of bed, put on my clothes. I felt as if the house were on fire and I had to escape. I was frightened and unhappy. I sat on the edge of the bed in my coat, kissing him.

‘I want you so much,’ he said, putting his arms up. ‘Oh, let me have you again …’ And in minutes he’d pushed my skirt up and had pulled me back onto the bed. Quickly he came and we held each other tightly, his come spewing all down my legs, soaking into my skirt.

The telephone rang again. ‘Goodbye,’ said Jan, ‘Sweetheart.’ He picked up the receiver. I left. I even banged the front door. But I hadn’t gone … I picked up the extension by the front door and listened.

‘Where have you been? Why didn’t you answer me before?’ It was Marin’s voice. ‘You’ve been with her again, is she with you? I expect she’s with you. I’m going to kill myself one day, I mean it.’ There, was the sound of sobbing and gasping over the phone.

‘Uh? What telephone? I’ve just woken up. Why the fuck are you ringing me in the middle of the night? I was fast asleep,’ Jan’s voice, very convincing. ‘And how is your charming brother?’

‘Oh, please, can I see you … Please. I feel like ending everything. You bastard! Look what you’ve done to me!’

I put the receiver down gently and walked quietly out of the door. The dog’s dense yellow eyes stared at me through the crack as I closed it. Outside, the streets were barren and my steps rattled on the cold pavement. The black night air crept into the folds of my clothes and chilled me. I got into my car and drove back through the lonely black streets. Most of the lights were green; at one red light I waited four minutes and no cars crossed from the other direction. It was that late. That lonely.

I let myself into my house, pushed past a huge fridge packed in cold cardboard, went upstairs and got into my bed on my own. It seemed very big so I arranged the pillows around me, like a nest. The exchange I had heard had not given me confidence. It sounded like the vibrant argument of a happily married couple. I felt quite unwanted. I thought: perhaps I’m being used to keep their relationship alive. Then I thought: no, it couldn’t be like that.


Chapter Seven

Marin was like an irritating tune that I couldn’t quite remember. It hummed round my head but the moment I tried to sing it, it hid away. What did she have that I didn’t have? Why did Jan stay with her? If I could only understand her, encompass her. If I knew Marin’s secret I could unlock their relationship and let it fly away.

I started to clean the house, concentrating on her. As I dusted I thought of her voice; as I swept I imagined her there in the room with me, behind my shoulder, watching me. I washed up and Marin was sitting at my kitchen table behind me having a cup of coffee and talking to me.

I went into the sitting room. The plaster dust was settling now; each day the air was clearer. I sat down on the sofa and small clouds billowed up on either side. I thought: the more I know about her the more I’ll know about him. Then I thought: I will meet her. The idea just came to me like a note slipped under the door.

I rang up the number of the estate agent whose name was on the board outside her house to check that she worked there. She did. I looked at my watch. Five o’clock. I would have to leave that minute to get to the estate agent before it shut.

Just before I left – I wore an old coat I’d never worn with Jan – I thought: perhaps it would be better to employ a private detective. But no one could gather information about Marin in the way I could. I didn’t want to know what time she checked in and out of work or where she usually parked her car. I wanted the flavour and the taste of her; I wanted to feel her voice in my throat, and her body inside my clothes.

I parked the car quite far from her office, in a sidestreet outside a warehouse. Already I was sweating. I had seen the street name and had braked right away in panic, causing the car behind me to hoot. I thought everyone was looking at me, taking the number of the car. They’d say, later: ‘Yes, I saw her, she was sitting in her car, smoking a cigarette, with the engine running. Very suspicious.’

I let the windows of the car steam up with smoke and fear. I thought: should I have worn a wig? Should I have employed a detective? Perhaps I might be found with a knife in my hand. I turned off the engine and switched on the radio. Loud American soul music. Then, a frisson of excitement. It was good to be so close to her. I was here, in my car, my coat pulled around me protectively. She was only a few hundred yards away, perhaps talking to a customer, unaware that I was sitting so close. I thought I caught a whiff of her scent, I felt so near. I could feel the curve of her breast – it was small and firm and outlined by a soft woollen jersey. Warm.

I leaned forward, pulling at my cigarette, savouring this moment of closeness. I could feel my arms around her; then I felt the warmth of her blood spilling down my clothes. That frightened me. I rubbed the windscreen with my fist. I shivered. Outside it was starting to get dark and the street was the colour of ash.

Outside the car my knees trembled. I wanted to go home. I pulled up the collar of my coat and slammed the car door. I started to walk. The sky was greenish-grey, turning purple. It was five twenty-five. I thought: I hope my watch is slow and that by the time I get there it will be shut.

Suppose Marin recognised me? Suppose they were both there, laughing together? Suppose I were to be taken ill and she were to rescue me in the street? How would I explain my presence? Suppose; when I got back, the car would not start and I was trapped here for hours, waiting for help? What did I want out of all this? Why had I come? I walked on.

Out of the greyness came the shuffling steps of an old woman carrying two enormous bags. She was covered in polythene, tied with string, like a lagged pipe. Her bags were heavy and she only shuffled a few steps before she stopped, a small miserable bundle, staring ahead. I thought: she is an omen. Later she’ll recognise me. I would see her again in court. She would shuffle in, still with her bags, and point at me wordlessly. That would be proof enough. I hurried on quickly meeting her watery eyes with a guilty glance. My heart was racing.

The estate agent’s sign glowed on the other side of the road, a big, white rectangle announcing the name. I stopped, then forced myself to carry on, walking past quickly on the opposite pavement. I saw nothing but the yellow blur of an office with people at desks. For a while I stood under a cypress tree growing from someone’s front garden. As I crossed over, eyes from curtained windows seemed to follow me.

I turned as casually as possible as if I had lost my way. I looked at my watch and said: ‘Tsk!’ as if I were late for an appointment. Ahead of me someone emerged from the estate agent’s and I froze. He would walk towards me, look me over, question me. How could I possibly explain my presence in this part of the city? I was doing a survey? On my way to see an aunt? Everyone in the street was a secret policeman, all stationed to find me out and trap me, disguised as office workers, milkmen, hiding in dustbins. A dark green car cruised along the road. It was going slowly, watching me. Ahead of me it drew in and stopped. I continued walking; my hands were sweating. I thought: If I could only just pass it quickly, run to my car, get home! As I passed the car a man looked out.

‘Do you know where Gilmont High Street is?’ he asked. He was a young man who looked like a student. I shook my head.

‘I don’t know the area,’ I said. He shrugged, smiled and drove off.

But his smile had broken the spell, like the cheerful voice of an old schoolfriend. I had more courage now. What does it matter? I thought. I am only walking past. I am entitled to walk in this city. I am a ratepayer.

I stopped before the window and read the notices, details of houses for sale. ‘Two bathrooms, spacious living room, spacious drawing-room, luxurious gardens, small hall and lobby, two gloryholes, master bedrooms, second bedrooms, breakfast rooms …’ The words sauntered past my eyes.

Through the dappled glass there were figures sitting at desks. It was that special glass that stops you seeing in clearly but assures you there is human life behind it. I thought: It’s how I see everything – fuzzy, blurred but promising action and movement somewhere, only inaccessible.

Then I started to get frightened again. I thought: maybe it’s the type of glass that I can’t see through properly but which they inside can see through plainly. Maybe they are all inside laughing at me. Maybe Jan is there, pointing at me, roaring with laughter.

(The week before I had been to the hairdresser. We had all sat in ridiculous black wraps, hair twisted in silver paper coils, attended by spidery figures with black gloves and white faces. Looking up over my magazine I saw a tramp stop at the window and stare in. He started to laugh, pointed to us, chuckled, took off his battered hat and bowed drunkenly. Then he blew kisses. Finally he produced an imaginary violin and started playing to us, laughing at us.)

I moved warily to the door. I touched the handle. This was the handle that Marin touched every day when she came to work. I pushed it forward.

When I first got inside I didn’t dare look anywhere. I stood, stupidly. Then a girl at the desk in front of me said: ‘Can help you?’

My vision had narrowed; everything seemed as if it were seen down a long tube. All I could see now was this girl’s nose, the top of her mouth. Around her was blackness.

‘I’m looking … I’m interested in buying a house.’

She pointed. ‘That lady will help you.’

I could have run out then. But I walked to the black foam-filled chair in front of her desk. I had arrived feeling rangy, secretive, powerful, mad, wild like a wolf; now I felt like a small dingy thing, a piece of rubbish whirled up by the wind in a corner of a housing estate, tossed and battered, unsightly. I was no longer the powerful rival; I was a sad and pathetic corner of Jan’s life, come to pry and pretend I was important. I was deceitful and cunning. Ridiculous.

I sat down. Although I didn’t look at her I knew it was her by the scent. I had smelt it so often on his shirts. It came wafting over like poison gas.

She was writing something, her head was down, but I recognised, when I looked up slightly, the short, soft reddish hair, and her womanly presence. She was small but she had herself all together (not like me, I thought, a rag-bag of contradictory feelings, leaving bits of myself all over the place, diffused). Her fingers, around her pencil, were delicate and pale and her fingernails were painted red. My bitten nails were the only part of me I couldn’t hide. I thought: they’re like a vampire’s teeth. As he’s safe until he smiles, so I’m safe until I show my hands. My raw stumps, scabbed at the edges, say everything about me, bely my well-dressed image.

‘I’ll be with you in a second,’ she said. Then we both looked up at each other.

‘Can I help you?’ she asked. Her voice was warm and loud with a middle-European accent. (I had heard it only the night before on the telephone. ‘Oh, please can I see you … Please. I feel like ending everything. You bastard! Look what you’ve done to me!’)

‘Can I help you?’ she said again. Her mouth was small, covered with lipstick, rather tremulous. She had clip-on earrings, violet eyes. There were tiny red veins at the side of her nose, lines around her eyes.

‘I’m looking for a house,’ I said huskily. If she recognised the voice she didn’t show it.

‘Yes?’

‘Around here.’

‘How much?’

I shrugged. ‘I can afford quite a lot,’ I said. ‘Large, with a garden. Three bedrooms, two living rooms. Reasonably old. South-facing garden.’

‘South-facing,’ she said, pulling a brown folder to her. ‘Everyone’s after one of those.’

She was quite relaxed. When she looked up she had a kind smile; she also had damp, pink eyes as if she had been crying the night before. To conceal them she had worn dark glasses which now she had pushed up on top of her head.

‘I have one here,’ she said. ‘Three bedrooms, south-facing garden, and it has two living rooms.’ Then she said: ‘I’ll show it to you.’

‘It’s very late,’ I said. (I thought: I’m getting too involved.) ‘What about the owners? Don’t they need notice?’

‘No, it’s unoccupied. I like to look in on it in the evenings, anyway. To see that the squatters haven’t moved in. I don’t feel like going home now anyway.’

‘It’s an unhappy kind of evening, isn’t it?’ I said. I picked my words.

‘It certainly is,’ she said. She pulled on her coat. Exactly the coat I had imagined her to wear. Suede, rather battered, greasy spots on one side. Her boots were wrinkled, with white scum marks from the rain. Her feet were small as I’d always known they would be. She pulled her glasses down over her tired eyes.

‘Goodbye, Sonia,’ she said to the receptionist. ‘I’m just showing a client Masefield Road. You’ll lock up, won’t you?’

‘Night, night, Marin.’

She got out a bundle of keys, forgot something, returned to her desk and rummaged in the drawers and then she returned.

‘Oh, do you have a car?’

‘Certainly,’ I said. (Was there evidence in the car?) ‘It’s parked rather far away, but we can walk to it.’

‘I like walking.’

We walked together up the avenue. I thought: I don’t feel like a woman, I feel like a man. In charge of her. And yet the next minute I felt like a little girl, trailing behind an aunt. I changed age and sex all the way up the road; I remembered changing with my mother, one minute vulnerable, the next protective.

‘Tired after a long day?’ I said.

‘Very tired. I hope I don’t look it.’

‘You do a bit,’ I said. ‘I wouldn’t have said it otherwise.’

When we got to the car she heaved herself in. She already had that slight difficulty older people have about getting into low cars. She strapped herself carefully into her seat-belt but couldn’t find the slot for the metal bit to go. I had to adjust it for her, getting too close to her.

After we’d driven a few minutes she said: ‘It’s here.’

The house was large, red-brick, set back from the road. Huge old trees grew in the garden in front, shading it. Marin put the key in the door and turned it in silence. ‘Now I just love this house,’ she said, switching on the light in the hall. ‘It is exactly how I think a house should be. I’m quite surprised no one has bought it.’

The hall was wide, flagged with Victorian tiles. The rooms led off it, and at the back was an enormous garden full of overgrown roses. There was only one floor upstairs, but it was a huge, squat, spreading kind of house, with a wide staircase and lots of rooms on each floor. There was hardly any furniture; just an old piece of red carpet, the odd broken chair, yellowing walls with peeling paper. But it had a nice warm feel to it, as if a big family had once lived there and enjoyed themselves in it. Marin went from room to room, her face lighting up at each one.

‘And I always think this would make a very nice study for someone who works at home,’ she said as we stopped at a room upstairs with two large windows down to the floor. She put her hand against the cool marble fireplace and then pressed it to her cheek.

‘Incidentally, is this just for you or do you have a family?’

‘Just for me,’ I said.

‘It might be a bit big.’

‘I’d have lodgers.’

‘That’s a good idea,’ she said. But she was depressed at the prospect. ‘But if you ever did have a family this would be a wonderful family house.’

Downstairs she showed me two small rooms which, she said, would make a nice living room, ‘if you banged this wall down.’

In the kitchen I looked at her. ‘It’s almost as if this is your house you’ve got so many plans for it,’ I said. I smiled. ‘You obviously like it very much.’

Marin looked up. ‘Yes, I do. I would buy it myself if I had enough money. But I think it’s a bit big for one.’

‘You’ve got no family?’ I asked, but I knew the answer.

‘No.’ There was a silence and I waited quietly with a sympathetic look on my face. ‘All I have,’ she said, ‘is this one great big problem of a man; one minute he wants us to move in together, next minute he changes his mind.’

‘Why do we bother,’ I said automatically, my answer clashing with the end of her sentence in my eagerness to cover up what I really felt.

She laughed, surprisingly good-natured. And I thought: perhaps it is this exuberance that attracts Jan to her. While I would have been completely thrown off guard had I been in her position the night before, Marin was mildly unhappy but immensely cheerful as well. It frightened me, her cheerfulness. It was a weapon I could never match myself.

‘Then we’d have the sink here,’ she said, about the kitchen. A single bulb swung from an old piece of twisted flex and the room smelt of old fat. But because she was there, standing small and sturdy, in her friendly boots, gesturing with her neat hand, it felt as if it could easily come alive, the oven would hum with hot bread inside, strands of garlic and herbs would bedeck the tiled chimney-stack and guests would stand around with drinks in their hands. ‘And I’d bang down that wall and put a window out to the garden there. I like to barbecue, so we’d have a little back room in there … it would all be so cheap. The house is in perfect condition.’

‘It’s never cheap having the builders in,’ I said, ‘I’ve got them moving my kitchen at the moment.’

She picked on it immediately. ‘If you’re moving your kitchen why do you want a new house?’ she asked.

‘It’s a long story,’ I said, vaguely, making a dismissive gesture of the kind that Jan would make. ‘My mother died. I want to sell her house. Maybe you could value it, come to think of it.’ Keep in touch with her. ‘I like this house very much. Perhaps I could look at it again, bring a friend,’ I said, adding that to distance us.

‘Certainly,’ she said. Before she closed the garden door she paused a minute. I went over to her. ‘It is beautiful – you could do so much with the garden.’

I waited beside her and we two women looked out over the garden. The tobacco plants were smelling sweetly; a rose bush sagged with blooms; a blackbird sang dementedly in a tree; the evening sun lit the sky with tarnished silver streaks; everything hung, outlined by fading light. I felt her warmth beside me, her still breathing, her neat steady posture by the door frame, one small hand on the doorknob. In the warm, damp, black grass small insects shifted, making imperceptible sounds, and everything settled for sleep and darkness.

‘It would be impossible to be unhappy here,’ I said. Jan would have come up with some crisp, cynical response and I would have been flattered because he would actually have noticed what I said, even if only to point out how inane it was.

But Marin smiled warmly. ‘You understand this house as I do,’ she said, simply. We didn’t say any more but I had a feeling, as we left, that something had passed between us.

I took her to her house but didn’t bother to listen to her directions I knew the way so well. I stopped the car and she squeezed out. ‘Not enough exercise,’ she said, rather automatically. ‘Thank you for dropping me back. That was kind of you.’

‘Thank you for showing me the house,’ I said. ‘If I sent you the keys to my mother’s house would you look at it for me?’ I was reluctant to lose contact. ‘I’ll write you a letter to confirm it.’

‘I’d be delighted to. I’ll look forward to hearing from you,’ she said as if she meant it. ‘Goodnight.’

As I leant to pull the door shut I had a last glimpse of her smiling face. It was kind and caring. She liked me. And though her face was sympathetic it had a kind of resilience around the mouth that was attractive.

I sent her some keys to my mother’s house – giving my name as that of my secretary and my office address as I was certain she would know my name from Jan – and I got a reply from her in a couple of days. ‘Dear Viola,’ she wrote in generous, loopy handwriting:


Your mother’s house is simply enchanting. What marvellous taste she had! I do think you ought to be careful who you let your keys fall into the hands of (??) as it was all I could do not to pinch some of the rugs, not to mention the divine little ivory heads. Where did she get them? However, we are talking of the house. £60,000? We could ask for that and accept £58,000 (usual two per cent cut for us of course). I think it is so very nice that we must hang on for the best price we can get. I’m sure you want it to go to someone who appreciates the feel of it. (Tho’ money is always nice, isn’t it?) We’ve got lots of clients and would love it and want to keep it in the same sort of way as it already is. Might as well make the most of its good points and sell it to someone who really understands and appresiates woops appreciates it – a little gem. Looking forward to hearing from you, Best wishes … Marin Ertie.

PS. Can’t think why you don’t want to move in yourself!



There was so much kindness spilling over in that letter that, as I put it down on my office desk, I felt a twinge of shame for my devious behaviour. I put my hand over the paper and could almost feel the warmth from her handwriting seeping up into my body. Viola came in with a cup of coffee and looked worried as she saw my face. ‘Are you all right?’ she said, ‘Want anything?’

I shook my head. ‘I’ll be working for a while,’ I said, ‘I don’t want any calls put through, please.’ She left, shutting the door. Through the plate glass windows the sun streamed onto a spider plant, a dusty pile of magnetic metal chips that some grateful member of staff had given me when she had left, a photograph of my mother. I drew it to me.

It pictured her some years before when she was happy. It had been taken in a studio against a backcloth of out-of-focus hills and clouds. Her face was full of life, laughing, one lip just slightly catching on a side tooth as if she had just said the sound ‘or’. Perhaps the photographer had said: ‘Let’s have a lovely smile now, Mrs Evert, imagine you’re in the country, relaxing, surrounded by lovely grass, sheep, the smell of fresh air.’ And perhaps my mother had said, laughing: ‘I can’t bear the country! It’s a healthy grave as Sidney Smith said. And anyway, air shouldn’t smell, it should just be there, like water.’ And she would have laughed at her own remarks, not at the idea of being in the country. Her eyes sparkled, her face was fizzing with life. She was wearing a casual black cashmere jersey to show her white throat. It seemed as if she were smiling directly at me. I could almost feel her closeness. I could hear the tone of her voice as if I’d picked it up on a radio transmitter, rather far away, just the odd word, ‘Darling,’ I could hear her say, ‘Darling. Sweetie. My poppet.’

I imagined Marin going into her house and looking at all her things. I imagined her touching the ivory heads, turning up the corners of the rugs, sitting quietly on my mother’s sofa and taking in the creamy, elegant room. I imagined her in the garden, smiling with pleasure at the peculiar formal pattern my mother had designed, the small pond in the corner covered with waterlilies, the tall grass round the side. I imagined her in my mother’s light bedroom, walking in, face lit up with enchantment.

When I went into my mother’s bedroom I had so many memories of bad things that my heart still beat when I opened the door, even though there was no one there. I had opened the door so many times and found my mother sick and unhappy. But Marin had gone in and had simply seen the cream curtains, the elegant Chinese lamps, the pleated silk lampshades, the inlaid tables, the mother-of-pearl dishes on the dressing table, and lingering scent of Chanel No. 5, the elegance and charm of my mother, the perfect side of her.

I looked again at the photograph. ‘Darling, if ever I get old and gaga you won’t let me suffer will you?’ She’d said that long, long ago. ‘I couldn’t bear to be a burden. Particularly to you. And you won’t let any doctor just kind of keep me alive, will you? You will promise? You do, don’t you, darling?’

‘Of course, I do,’ I had said. ‘I won’t let you be in pain. I do promise.’

She had leant forward and patted my hand, smiling. ‘My darling,’ she had said, tenderly.

I pushed my chair away from my desk. I looked out of the window. Suddenly I was seven or eight. I was looking out of the window on the top deck of a bus in the front – a big treat for me. My mother was beside me. We were going shopping. And we were laughing together hysterically. Her arm was round my shoulders and she could hardly ask the conductor for the money for our fare. We were both out of control. Outside in the street I had slipped my hand in hers – she was still smiling – and felt that bigness of her hand around my small one. I had to look up at her and skip along beside her in order to keep up. I remembered pulling her hand to me, kissing the back of it, remembered the slight roughness of her wedding ring, remembered her squeezing it back, then releasing it and ruffling my hair. ‘Darling,’ she had said, looking down at me, ‘I’m so lucky I had you and not some ghastly child. My poppet.’

I put my head on my arms and I wept. I thought: when did my mother really die? Perhaps it was ten years ago when she had first become depressed. I thought of her, imprisoned in her depression, living in near solitary confinement; I thought of my desperate efforts to help her and my endless promises that everything would be all right. Then I thought of Alfredo, the little boy in the well in Italy. He was six, he had fallen down a shaft and, despite promises from his parents and firemen and mining experts, he could not be rescued.

‘Yes, darling, you will come up, you will have your yoghurt with your curly spoon.’ (He had asked for his curly spoon, whatever that was. But we all have something special like that, our own ‘curly spoon’.) ‘Yes, be brave, little Alfredo, we grown-ups will help you …’ And they had not been able to do anything to help him. All attempts to save him, ironically, drove him further and further down the shaft and into the earth. He died trusting that he would be saved.

I could see my mother down that hole. I could see myself, calling: ‘Don’t worry, we’ll do this, go to this doctor, I promise, things will be all right, you will get better, you will laugh again, don’t be unhappy, cheer up …’

But nothing worked. I couldn’t save her.

When I had set out to meet Marin I had wanted to take a knife; now I wished I’d taken flowers. She had been nice to me, nice personally. She was someone who was goodnatured, a caring, kindly, spirited person. She wasn’t clever – her poetry would be bad – but she was a home-maker, someone who would love to cook, to entertain, who would be happiest going round some foreign food market with an enormous rush basket. If she had people to drinks she would provide bunches of flowers, set out cigarettes, make special dips of cheese and avocado. (My mother would have had none of that. Just a large whisky with a lot of ice in a beautifully cut glass. Perhaps some small Japanese crackers.) Unlike me she had probably had a splendid array of nightdresses. I felt resentful about what Jan hadn’t told me about her. He had concealed from me her humour and her kindness.

*
The kitchen eventually took on a new shape. The fridge and the mixer were installed and working; the units were all in their place, though as yet unpainted, and I lined the shelves and stacked my crockery inside. The floor was still rough concrete and screed, the walls had big gaping plaster holes in them, with raw wires sticking out, the windows were unpainted and there was one hole through to the outside where the frame needed fitting, covered with a flapping piece of polythene. But the shape of the thing was there. I could sweep up, put some daisies in a jar.

As the kitchen was altering, so were the other rooms in the house affected by the change like a pond disturbed by a stone. The room that had been a kitchen was now a study that needed planning and alteration all of its own. The bedroom upstairs that used to be hot and stuffy from being above the kitchen was now cool and airy; french windows to give easier access to the garden meant that that too, had to be planned like another room. I thought of moving flower beds, planting a magnolia. Now, too, I could no longer hear the front door bell if I was in the kitchen. In the beginning Elijah had told me that to make a small door I would have to have special reinforced lintels along a wall that seemed to bear no relation to it until he explained it; one small change caused ripples that involved bigger changes than the original idea itself.

‘How do you like it, then?’ Even Jack was proud of the building work as he stood in the kitchen. ‘It’s coming along, isn’t it?’

‘I never thought it would look like this,’ I said. And added, ‘Jack … don’t say it!’

‘It’s coming along, coming along,’ said Elijah in the heavy voice of an uncle who says ‘steady does it, steady does it’. He was sitting having a cup of tea reading the Bible. As I looked at the back of his head I thought: he must have looked like that when he was small, doing his homework at the kitchen table.

I moved more furniture from my mother’s house into my own. I had to keep hers reasonably furnished to appeal to potential buyers but there was a large dresser I had known well as a child that fitted perfectly into the dining-room. I used to hide in the bottom cupboard: my ‘secret place’. Now I had to stoop to look into the small dark recess. There was also a picture of a bowl of apples that I hung on the wall. As a child I used to sit after finishing my meal, silent, swinging my legs, bored, and staring at that picture until I no longer saw the fruit. Now it was mine and I could look at it with pleasure. The apples looked nice and juicy. Moving my mother’s things was like moving my mother into my house – but only the nice bits, the bits I could choose to take. My house looked more like my home.

Would my mother have liked the house as I was doing it now? When I had moved into my first flat she had said: ‘Yes, darling, I see what you mean with these browns and acid greens,’ looking round with a puckered brow at my efforts to impress her with my design sense, ‘but the thing is, they do rather clash with the leaves outside the window, don’t you think?’

But she would have liked what I was doing now. She would have said, ‘Very cosy, darling.’ That meant: not exactly to her taste, but she liked it all the same.

*
I still couldn’t imagine Jan and Marin together. I kept fitting bits of them, like jigsaw parts, but they never really clicked. Irritating. Perhaps they rowed constantly. Or perhaps they shared congenial silences. Perhaps she mothered him – or he fathered her. I imagined them walking in the country, hand in hand through fields of buttercups – but it was all wrong. I imagined him watching television, her clattering in the kitchen – but it was too boring. I thought of them sitting up late with whiskies playing chess – no, certainly not. Going to dog shows together? Coming out of the cinema? What did they do? How did they touch each other and look at each other? If I knew I would have power over them.

I saw Jan two or three times a week but my ears would always be pricked for references for my file. ‘My car was towed away from Blunt Street last Thursday … sickening.’ But what was he doing in Blunt Street? ‘But because no one had collected my suit from the cleaners …’ should Marin have collected his suit? ‘Everyone says I should get another dog but …’ Did she want another dog? ‘I’m so tired, very, very late last night.’ But what were they doing?

So when I got an invitation to an exhibition at the Gilmont Gallery – it was from the blousy woman friend of Evan’s – I thought: wouldn’t it be funny if I were to go and they were there. But of course I wouldn’t dream of it. But later I thought: well, why not? I’ve been invited. It’s a free world.

I wore a suit of black lace like a spider’s web; when I moved, the material rustled and squeaked like a fanfare. The material smelt of old scent and other, old, successful parties. I was dressed in a heritage of confidence and I was full of bravado. At the traffic lights I revved my engine loudly. Watch out, everyone, I’m coming! I’m coming to put the cat among the pigeons! I imagined my entrance like the bad fairy at the christening; everyone would stop drinking when I entered and turn to stone, their glasses frozen to their lips.

Outside the door of the gallery my confidence dwindled. There was the smell of warm bodies in expensive, smoky suits, the clink of glasses, the sound of the conversation rising and falling from one corner to another. I stepped inside and no one noticed me except a plain gallery girl at the door who took my coat and asked me to sign my name in a book. They were here. Marin had signed them both in, a little circle dotting the ‘i’ of her name. I took a glass of champagne from a tray and tried to find a gap in the crowded room so that I could enter the throng. But I couldn’t penetrate the mass and sidled along the edges looking at the pictures.

‘And what do you do when you’re not being the prettiest girl at this party?’ a man asked a girl behind me. (Someone had said that to me once.) ‘Say when …’ ‘When! When! When!’ ‘I took to these little cigars in the cancer scare.’ ‘You mean you actually work in that fascinating little shop where they sell reject china? Next time I come I’ll demand a discount!’ Voices rattled on around me like the sound of turkeys gobbling.

The pictures were a collection of oils of horses and clowns. There were lonely clowns in stables, horses with clown hats on, races with clown jockeys. The paint was thick and gooey and looked as if it had been dabbed on hastily by an artist who had seen a film about Van Gogh and thought that how the actor did it was really how you did it. My mother would have loathed them. ‘Avoid clowns at all cost,’ she would have said. ‘You know in the bad foreign films there’s always a clown – cheap symbolism. That’s the moment you must walk out.’

I stopped in front of a picture of a clown with his arm round a foal in the evening. Both were bathed in purple light. Both were crying and there were silver highlights on the tears. ‘Clowns crying!’ my mother would have said, her voice crackling with incredulous sarcasm, ‘How ghastly!’ I smiled to myself as I heard her. But there was a red spot stuck on the frame. Someone had liked it.

‘Darling, I didn’t know you’d be here!’ There was a jangling sound behind me and there was Audra, with a cigarette in a long holder. A tall man was with her who she introduced as Ed. She gave me an unprecedented kiss. ‘We were just talking about you,’ she said. ‘Weren’t we, darling?’ she added to Ed.

‘Is this the lady you were talking about?’ Ed had an American accent. He had silver hair, a young tanned face as if he’d been made from a kit. But his eyes were canny. ‘What do you think of this picture?’

‘I don’t like it,’ I said.

‘I wish I understood it,’ said Ed, peering at the brushstrokes again. ‘I saw some middle-aged guy buying it and I thought: now why would he like this picture? But I can’t see it.’

‘It’s up to the picture to explain itself to you, not you to explain the picture,’ I said tartly.

‘So it is,’ said Ed, smiling. ‘Very simple.’

‘You were naughty to stand me up,’ said Audra, plunging into her bag and pulling out a gold-covered diary with a silver tassel dangling from it. She took a tiny pen from its spine. ‘We’ll make a new date. Lunch. Friday. I have a big plan to discuss with you.’ She gave me a huge wink, squeezed my arm, whispered: ‘You’re looking marvellous!’ and took Ed away into the crowd.

Then I saw the back of Jan’s head across the room. Marin was with him, laughing. I felt as if someone had pulled a plug out inside me and I was gurgling away down a drain.

He was telling a story in the middle of a group. At the end of it there was a roar of laughter. A man put his arm round him, opened the circle of people and introduced another guest. Marin took the glass from Jan’s hand and headed for the drinks’ table. The new man shouted something and she turned, burst into smiles, and kissed him, waving her hands around helplessly as if she were saying—‘Oh, my hands are full, I can’t do anything!’ They all looked full of cheer like a crowd of merry carol-singers on a Christmas card.

Then Jan turned a little more and he seemed to see me. His face was completely impassive and he turned back quickly, but I knew how he felt. He felt as I used to feel playing grandmother’s footsteps. Someone is behind you. You can’t hear a sound. She can’t possibly have moved up near you. But you turn to check just in case. And there she is standing right up close, just about to touch you, a big smile on her face. Gotcha!

But I didn’t feel victorious. I thought: I have made a dreadful mistake in coming. I will have to pretend I didn’t expect them to be here. I will have to go away.

As I pushed towards the door Jan and Marin were ahead of me, Jan in a great hurry to get out, although he didn’t see me behind him.

‘Oh, Jay, do let’s go to the Giamini, again,’ said Marin, her arm through his. Her voice was wheedling and humorous.

‘No, we always go there,’ said Jan. ‘We’ll meet the others at the Goat.’

Jay. We always go there. We’ll meet the others. We.

I thought: everything has gone wrong. I wish I hadn’t come. I didn’t want to know all this.

But Evan came over just before I got my coat. He was smiling and I desperately wanted to belong somewhere here. So I said: ‘Hello!’

‘You made it!’ he said, handing me a drink from a tray. ‘Did you see our friend?’

I nodded. ‘And his friend,’ I said, making a face.

‘She’s good fun,’ said Evan. Then he waited for me to say something.

‘You’re not much fun, are you,’ said Evan. ‘But you’re very interesting.’

I thought: that’s the sort of weird thing my mother would have said. Direct. Uncomplimentary. But without malice. I burst out laughing.

‘That’s better,’ he said, then put his arm round me and gave me a squeeze. Today he was wearing a dark suit with a wide pinstripe. There was a little stain on one of the lapels. ‘You’re not still in love with him, are you? Oh, yes you are. He treats women so badly, that’s it isn’t it? Why do you all go for that? He hates women deep down. All his mother’s fault, as Freud would say. But she was frightful.’

‘Was she?’ I had never heard about his mother.

‘Abandoned him to employees and relations when he was a child. He adored her in the way that boys who’ve suffered at their mother’s hands adore their mothers. Like old Proust. And his father was a weak man he never saw.’

‘Poor Jan.’

‘Oh, no, he’s not a happy man, whatever he says. But Marin makes him happier, I think.’

He turned to talk to a loud shouting shape that waddled up behind us and I left before he could introduce us. As I drove away I thought of Jan and Marin drinking in a bar, arguing about where they would eat, then driving home together in his car. I had a meal in an Indian restaurant reading an evening paper. I kept my coat on because I didn’t want anyone to see how dressed up I was, on my own. I tried to look like a woman who was changing trains – had arrived at one station, had an hour to spare before catching a train from another, and just grabbed a bite in between. Perhaps that was what that African had been trying to look like in the pizza house. I ate the meal too quickly and when the waiter came to take my dishes away, the half-finished nan, a pile of barely touched rice, I wondered what he thought of me. But then it was quite peaceful sitting there, the table trapping me in a narrow bristly seat, the warm white tablecloth soaked in spicy-smelling orange stains, the light concealed in an alcove in the flock wallpaper, the short tape of Indian music repeating itself over and over again. I had two cups of lukewarm coffee and did the crossword before I went home to my empty house.

*
The next night I sat in front of my fire, staring at the red bars. It was the first time I had used the fire that summer and there was a smell of burning dust when I switched it on, reminding me of how I used to go up to my room after supper to do my homework and sit on the cold linoleum with my books, hoping the elements would give me inspiration. Waiting for my mother to come home.

What had I learned yesterday? Jan and Marin were together, but I still could hardly believe it. It was as if one of them had been superimposed on a film of the other, lit by lights at different angles. They still didn’t quite ring true.

However, I thought: she may be wrong for him but she’s the one who meets his friends and has a nickname for him. I may be special. But I’m on my own.

I stroked the pile of the carpet, straightened a paper, looked at my watch. Eleven. It was the waiting that got me down. Waiting for what? Things would soon be resolved. She’d be run over. They’d have a row. Something would happen.

There was a ring at the bell. I opened the door and there was Jan, standing in the path.

‘Busy?’ he said, coming in. He looked businesslike as if he had something to say. But I was annoyed he hadn’t warned me that he was coming round. I would have had something to look forward to.

He sat on my sofa with a drink in his hand. His clothes smelt of dry-cleaning, his body of talcum powder. I thought: surely he didn’t have a mother.

‘I’d have seen you earlier but I’ve had to lie low,’ he said. He didn’t mention the evening at the gallery. Maybe he hadn’t noticed. He’d laid his book and a little briefcase on the sofa beside him, thrown his coat over another chair and pulled an ashtray towards him, as if it belonged to him. But he looked trapped and tired. ‘She’s become very suspicious. She’s been going through my things, my address book, my underwear even! She keeps asking what you’re like … I’ve had to tell her I’m not seeing you.’

‘You hardly are seeing me,’ I said. I felt irritated. Why should I sympathise with the problems he created with Marin? I picked at the carpet and wished he hadn’t come round. I wanted to think about them together and crack their secret.

‘Is that what you think? Oh, dear. I couldn’t stop seeing you. How could I?’ He got out a cigarette, flicking the packet from the bottom. I thought: what an out-of-date gesture. The thought just popped into my mind like an intruder. ‘She’s been bad ever since that night with the phone,’ he continued. He lit the cigarette with a gas lighter. The flame was turned too high. Perhaps he had read that it was a symbol of a man’s virility. ‘You didn’t listen in on the line that night, did you?’ he added, leaning back.

‘Listen in! Me! Certainly not!’ My voice was so full of outrage that I almost believed it myself. ‘Certainly not! What an idea.’

‘There was a clicking sound.’

‘What do you mean there was a clicking sound?’ Was there a clicking sound? I must look out for that in the future.

He was silent, leaning back and blowing smoke rings. Like a man in a cigarette advertisement in the sixties. I suddenly wished he’d go away so that I could get on with important things, like thinking about him.

‘I suppose I’d have done the same,’ he ventured. He smiled knowingly into my face but I just stared back.

‘Same as what?’

‘It might be best if you didn’t stay again. Or ring me at home,’ he said, changing tack. ‘But don’t get me wrong. It’s a mark of my admiration for you that I protect her and not you. You only protect people by lies. I don’t lie to you. Well, not much. I lie a lot to her, you know. On the whole we prefer people to whom we can tell the truth.’ He swung one leg over the other. I thought: what a load of rubbish you’re talking and don’t you think you sound fine saying it, too.

‘She said something odd, which stuck in my mind. She suddenly said: “What about her? Do you ever think about her and what she must be suffering?” ’

‘It’s not so odd,’ I said. Then I felt a wave of affection for her. I remembered her vulnerable face. But the feeling soon went away. Outside some lads passed by, shouting, kicking a can along the street. I wondered what time it was. I wished I knew whether Jan was going to stay the night or not. If he wasn’t maybe I could say I was very tired and ask him to go soon.

‘Look, I’m trying to be frank with you,’ he said sharply as if trying to attract my attention. He moved forward slightly. ‘I’m torn, you know. I can’t continue like this.’ He said it rather loudly as if he’d been saying it for the last half hour and I hadn’t heard. ‘I make you unhappy. I make her unhappy. She gives me something you can’t. You give me something she can’t.’

‘What are you saying?’ Panic swept over me like a hurricane wind, and I didn’t feel tired any more.

‘I’ve decided. I’m going away from both of you. It’s the only answer.’

‘Going away?’ Going away? Where would he go? When? How would I cope? I could feel loneliness clutching at me. How could I do without him? And Marin?

I whispered: ‘For ever?’ And my voice leaked out of me like stale water lapping in the backwater of a canal.

‘No, not for ever, kid,’ said Jan. He laughed, banging the arm of the sofa. ‘I couldn’t leave you. But I’m going to Dublin on my own for a couple of weeks. To go to the Curragh. And to sort myself out. And if that doesn’t work, perhaps it’ll sort you out,’ he said. ‘Or her.’

‘Yes, you go off,’ I said. My voice was wobbly. ‘And have a good time.’ But I started to cry. Loneliness circled round me like a draught. ‘I shall miss you. I hate you for making me like this. I don’t know where I am.’

‘We’re all overwrought,’ he said, jumping up and coming over to me. He knelt down and clasped my hands, kissing the top of my head like a bishop. ‘Why do I feel so sexy when you’re around?’ he said, pulling me to him. ‘Let’s go to bed.’

And in bed he had wrapped his arms round me tenderly and pressed against me with his eyes closed as if he meant it. He nuzzled his mouth against my neck and hid his face in my shoulder making small gasping noises as he came. ‘You see,’ he said, ‘I can’t leave you. We’re tied together whether we like it or not. We’re involved. There’s nothing either of us can do about it.’

When he dressed I looked at all his clothes and gestures, trying to store them away in my memory to feed on for two weeks. He went to the bathroom and I heard him clattering about. On the bedside table was one of his mono-grammed handkerchiefs. I watched it. Soon that would go too. I wished I could have it to keep. I would like to sleep with it against my cheek, like my mother’s old felt hat that I used to take to bed with me when I was small.

Soon I heard Jan’s foot on the stairs and he came in and sat on the bed, patting my legs under the bedclothes. He looked like part of my room, part of the design.

‘Don’t cry,’ he said, soothingly. His voice was like a warm wrap. ‘I will see you when I get back. Don’t listen to those things I said.’

‘Goodbye,’ I said. I put up my arms for a kiss. He brushed my lips and drew away. Then he got up, straightening his jacket. ‘It’s only two weeks. I’ll think of you all the time.’

I nodded, trying to smile bravely.

As he went down the stairs I kept imagining he would suddenly turn, remembering his handkerchief. But his steps continued and the front door shut behind him. I heard his car rev up and roar away. I turned in bed and opened my eyes. The handkerchief lay there, the embroidered ‘J’ facing me. I stretched out my hand, drew it towards me and breathed in the sweet smell of fresh cotton.


Chapter Eight

Audra had booked a table at a big hotel and was on her second drink when I arrived. She was dressed as if she were going to a cocktail party, with a little hat on her head and gold lace gloves. Waiters hovered round me to take my coat, as if I were special, bowing and winking as they drew out the chair. All around us were wealthy people; uncles treating their nephews, Japanese poring over underground maps, American women talking about Europe and the theatre. Waiters swept round tables, sweeping crumbs, offering salvers, making toadying little suggestions in foreign accents: ‘Oh, very nice, sir, particularly good today. You’ll like that, madam …’

Audra took off her gloves as I sat down, took out a golden cigarette case and lit a cigarette with a lighter shaped like a Greek urn. I wondered what she wanted to talk to me about.

‘Choose what you want,’ she said, as she exhaled, pointing to the menu. ‘This is all on Ed’s expenses.’

Over the meal she explained that Ed was setting up a chain of offices in England and wanted to employ her to get staff, premises, set up the whole network.

‘I’ve done a week’s course on word processors,’ she said, pushing potatoes to the side of her plate. ‘And I’m trying to get computer links between each office. We’ve got two of the premises already. And when we’ve done this he wants to do the same in Europe. Darling, it is fascinating.’

I thought: I’ll miss her in a funny way.

Then she said: ‘And I want you to come along and help me. It’s a marvellous chance, you’ll get great experience, you can travel, there’s piles of money – Americans have all this money, but no expertise, they don’t know about England, how it works.’

She continued in the same vein throughout the meal. ‘Make a fortune … great responsibility … you and I such good friends … work together so well … so talented … Ed adored you … get you out of a terrible rut … can’t go on at Electro for ever … new technology … courses …’

I felt like a budgerigar whose cage has been opened after years of imprisonment. I just sat on my perch, staring out, not knowing what to do. I didn’t want the job. I didn’t dare. It was too frightening. I wanted to stay at home waiting for Jan. If I made any move I would lose him. I had to be always there for him. I couldn’t afford to go away or go on courses. I had to be at home, waiting. I wondered what he was doing at that moment. Probably standing in a pub in Dublin, arms round two friends, celebrating a win. Or walking down a grey street with a book under his arm, thinking. I could see his back in my mind’s eye, and the bounce in his walk. And yet this suggestion of Audra’s was appealing. I could imagine myself at a desk, on the phone, managing things, sitting in a train up to the north reading, interviewing and choosing good teams of people. New people. Making it work. When I got a glimpse of how it might be it seemed very attractive. But then it faded. I couldn’t possibly.

‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t feel … it doesn’t seem right … But thank you very much.’

But Audra wouldn’t have that. As we left she said: ‘But you can’t take a big decision like this over lunch! We’ll talk again next week. Meanwhile I’m going to leave you with a whole pile of bumf which you have got to read. I’m not going to let you say no.’

*
After a few days I got a card from him. It was a dull picture of a cobbled square with a church by the side. On the back he had written: ‘Very relaxing here. Good racing, lots of winners, lots of pubs, love from Jan.’ He sounded as if he were keeping out of trouble. Perhaps he would sort himself out. On my way to work that day I drove down past Jan’s house.

I stopped at his local bread shop and bought a couple of rolls. This was where he came in the mornings, and that man who said good morning to me was the same one that usually said good morning to Jan. Then I walked up to the house, right up to the door, trying to get some sort of comfort from simply being in his tracks. Perhaps there were little atoms of his in the atmosphere that I might pick up and hoard. Then I walked away from the door, along the side of the house, and looked in the window.

Everything looked much the same except for a new picture on the wall. It was the crying clown and foal. I thought: what do I make of that? I don’t like it but because Jan has bought it, I must like it in some way. Surely Jan had bought it as a kind of joke, because it was so awful?

Being near part of him made me happy and lightheaded. I was in touch. I liked the handkerchief, too, which I kept in my pocket. I felt like a character in a fairy story. I thought: if I say the right words and shake it, maybe I will be transported to Dublin flying through the starry night and into his hotel bedroom, slipping between the nylon sheets.

Then I visited Marin, just to see how things were getting on. I wouldn’t go into the estate agent, this time, just look quickly through the window to see how she was keeping.

I drove down and walked by the open door of the office. Other women were busy with their folders and their telephones but Marin’s desk was empty, her typewriter covered with a beige plastic hood. She must be ill.

I drove back past her house just to make sure and the curtains in the upstairs rooms were drawn. She was probably sleeping. Or she had a hangover.

I sat in the car and watched, imagining her in her bedroom, in her nightdress, watching television. Or perhaps scribbling her poetry. Behind the curtains she was there, on her own, like me.

And yet the house had a dead look to it. It looked like a house for sale. No milk bottles outside, was that it? Empty dustbins? The leaves on the path? What was it that held me there, scanning the bricks, uneasy, unsettled? It didn’t feel right.

Then an idea sidled into my mind and I reached for a cigarette trying to drive it away. Before I got it out of the pack my fingers had grown stiff with suspicion. No, he couldn’t have done that. They couldn’t have done that. No, that would be too cruel. I lit the cigarette with shaking fingers. What a terrible trick to play on me. What a terrible, violent thing to do to me. It couldn’t be possible. But as I breathed in the first drag I knew it was true.

I returned to the estate agent’s to make certain. I went in boldly because now I knew I wouldn’t meet her. I asked for her, and the girl at reception, who was on the telephone, told me she was away, but asked if she could help me.

‘No, it doesn’t matter,’ I said, ‘I’ll look in again. She’ll be back the beginning of next week, won’t she?’

The girl nodded.

‘So she managed to get to Dublin, did she?’ I added, conversationally. With my friendly smile and laughing eyes I looked every bit the chatty client. I leant on her desk as she nodded again, smiling. She was holding onto the telephone waiting to talk to someone. I scanned the room looking for more information. Then behind the girl I saw a card pinned to a board.

‘Oh, and you’ve got a card, already!’ It was the same cobbled square and church. I thought: Marin bought all the cards and stamps and had given some to Jan. Perhaps the one he’d sent me was one that was left over. ‘Do tell me, is that the church of St Patrick’s?’

‘I don’t …’ the girl unpinned it with a free hand and was about to read from the print at the back when her caller came on the line. She handed the whole card to me. She gestured to me to look at it

Marin’s handwriting was round, loopy and flowing and the card was peppered with exclamation marks. ‘We’re having a wonderful time! Gorgeous food! Masses of drink! The hotel is very comfortable and we spend all day at the races and all evening guzling! I can recommend it! Luv to all, M.’

I handed back the card to the girl. ‘I’ll be back next week,’ I mouthed, and I left.

When I got into the car my limbs ached; my face hurt, as if someone had hit me several times. But I revved up the engine and returned to her house. I wanted to know exactly what had happened. I parked the car and looked again. Upstairs a woman was shaking a duster out of a window. I went up the little path, between neatly trimmed privet hedges, and banged on the door. Soon the woman appeared.

‘Mrs Ertie?’ I asked.

‘She’s away,’ the woman said. ‘Back on Monday.’

My eyes swept over the corridor behind her. It was painted cream and the pictures on the walls had gold frames. The carpet was a burnt gold colour. Everything was newly painted and spotless. No personality or past. There was a pattering of feet as the dog came to investigate. He looked at me with some astonishment.

I moved my feet slightly, implying I was going to hang around for at least a couple more minutes.

‘Well, this is a surprise,’ I said. ‘You know I thought she was going away this week, not last week. Was it all very last minute?’

‘Not as far as I know. Didn’t she tell you she was going to be away last week?’

‘No. I must have got the date wrong.’

I got into the car and set off for work. Perhaps it had been a long-term plan, arranged by Marin herself? I could imagine her with the brochures. ‘What you need is a good rest, Jan,’ she would have said. He would have replied he hated beaches. Hated the country. The only place he wouldn’t mind would be Dublin if she insisted and organised it. And then she would have organised it and he, graciously, would have gone along with it. I was certain that when Jan had told me of the holiday he knew that Marin was coming with him.

I drove a long stretch beside the river. Huge vans roared past, articulated lorries stood beside me, shuddering with diesel engines, reverberating my car with the noise. But I was concentrating on other things. ‘I destroy everything I touch,’ he’d said. He’d lain on my pillow and I thought he had been crying. Hmm. But the information I’d found filled me with relief, like a gift. I sat in a traffic jam, hunched over the wheel.

Now I just wanted to get the wheels into motion. I wasn’t sure what wheels, yet, but there had to be a coming together. I was close to a resolution of some kind. I had nearly hit it, cracked it. What was the problem? I didn’t know. But I could hear my intuition working away, all hunched up, a pen in its hand, a computer by its side, several mathematical tables and astrological charts on the walls. This little thing – not a person – had narrowed eyes and wheezed as it worked. Now I could hear it scribbling furiously, covering the paper with great speed. I thought: I’m nearer to working it all out, whatever it is. It involved all the pieces I had in my hand. More information was still needed. Jan’s reaction when he came back. Then I would know exactly how to play it. Until then I was keeping everything close to my chest. What things? My secret. What secret? My secret that was so far secret even from myself. But I was now a woman with a plan, and a secret. At last I had a say. I was dynamic.

The lights changed and I drove on to work.

*
On the day he got back, Jan left several messages with my secretary to ring him but I was so keyed up with my plan I didn’t get in touch. I thought: I might lose my nerve. I had resolved to visit the estate agent’s again, show Marin the handkerchief as proof and tell her my side of the story. I would blow everything in one single, unkind, destructive gesture. It was like building a sandcastle; the best moment is the jumping on it. I thought: I want to ruin them both and if I go down as well, who cares? I put the handkerchief in my pocket so that the corner peeped out. I would ask to be shown around the house again. I would walk around the rooms and then, at the end, I would sit down at the battered formica kitchen table and ask point-blank, about Dublin.

‘How was your holiday with Jan?’ I’d say, mockingly. ‘Lots of racing and drink, eh? And incidentally the word “guzzling” has two Z’s in it.’

And if she stared at me disbelievingly I’d take the handkerchief out slowly and put it on the table so the initials showed.

‘He’s mine,’ I’d say. ‘He slept with me before he went away with you. And we’re going to buy this house, not you and him. So he told me to come to your agent’s, ask to look round, and see what it was like. And here I am. We’re going to buy it, Marin, together.’ And I’d laugh in her face. There’d be no chance of her surviving that. And if Jan found out – too bad. Just too bad.

I went down to the estate agent’s that afternoon. It was a dull, thick day that slowed everything up. The traffic was bad. My eyes hurt and my head ached.

Marin was sitting at her desk, her dark glasses pushed up into her hair. She was looking tired and bleak. I could see that the roots of her hair were white and she needed another tint. There were thread veins appearing on her cheeks. But when she saw me, she smiled with pleasure.

‘Hello, Viola!’ she said. ‘Decided about the house? Do you want to see it again? It’s a really super property!’

‘I’ve been thinking about it,’ I said. ‘I’d like to see it again, certainly. Unless you’re planning to buy it yourself.’

She shook her head and smiled ruefully. ‘No, that idea didn’t work out.’

‘Did you have a good holiday?’ I asked as we drove to the house. ‘I heard you went to Dublin.’

‘Yes, it was marvellous,’ she said. ‘It’s so beautiful. We enjoyed ourselves thoroughly!’

‘You went with a friend?’

‘Yes,’ she nodded.

‘The one you were having problems with?’

‘Yes. Aren’t men weak, don’t you think, sometimes? Big babies.’

‘Oh, yes,’ I said swiftly. But I had never thought of Jan as a big baby. Perhaps he was.

‘Oh dear, sometimes I wish we didn’t need them, don’t you?’ she said, laughing. ‘Why does one always have to take the rough with the smooth? It’s unfair.’

‘It is,’ I replied. But I thought: was I prepared to take the rough with the smooth? Would I like the whole package?

We got to the house and looked around again. She was just as enthusiastic as before, with new ideas, new plans. But she was less involved with the house personally.

‘Can I ask you why you want to move?’ she asked as we walked down the stairs.

‘I don’t know, I’m not happy with what I’ve got,’ I said. ‘It’s more a feeling. I don’t need the space. But there again, this house. The hassle of moving. I’m in two minds.’

‘A friend of mine says that to come to terms with the house you’ve got is just as profitable in its own way as moving. Profitable mentally, he says. Certainly financially.’

‘Really,’ I said. So she, too, hung on Jan’s every word. But now I thought: what a pompous thing to say.

I thought: I will pull out my handkerchief in the kitchen. I will tell her all about us. She is living on borrowed time.

In the kitchen we sat down at the table. Two women, sitting at a kitchen table in an empty house. Outside it was getting dark. We both had our coats on. I looked at her face as she stared through the glass of the back door into the darkening garden. In many ways we looked rather alike. She had good skin. I imagined Jan’s mouth on her lips, his teeth on her neck, imagined him pulling off her coat, slipping his hands around her breasts … I couldn’t imagine any more. But I started to feel a kind of pity for her. I was weakening in my resolve. I liked her, too, in a way. I didn’t want to break our friendship. Not that we would ever see each other again, after today. But we had shared just a few thoughts, smiles. And she had written a kind letter. I felt comfortable with her.

‘Did you decide to do anything with your mother’s house?’ she asked, breaking the silence.

I moved, and with one hand pushed the handkerchief deep into my pocket. ‘I’ve decided to wait a while till the market improves,’ I said.

‘Wise,’ she said. ‘Next year will be better. It is a lovely house, as I said.’

‘You were very kind about it,’ I answered. No, there was no way I could initiate a denouement with Marin. We talked of mortgages and structural alterations. I thought of how long it had taken to get my kitchen altered, how much thought had gone into every tiny move. Why should I risk pulling my whole fabric down by one gesture? Besides … it wasn’t her fault.

When I dropped Marin back she asked me in for a drink. ‘I’m a bit lonely this evening, do come in,’ she said. But I refused. I didn’t want to risk Jan coming in. I didn’t want to get so involved that I really liked her. I thought: if I refuse her something she wants that makes me free of her. And freer of him.

When I drove back I felt a great relief. I could see clearly out of the car windscreen and the streets looked wider than usual, blacker and whiter. There was me in the car; and there was the street. There was the beginning of the street and, far away, the end of the street. It was as if someone had rubbed my vision with a cloth and cleared it of fog in a single sweep. My head turned freely on my neck, too. I felt like an owl, able to turn my head completely around without any restraint. And at last I could breathe, in great refreshing gasps right from the bottom of my lungs where I hadn’t breathed for a long time. I wound down the windscreen. The air was sweet and tender, soft against my cheek, rubbing against me. I put my hand up to my face and my skin was warm and smooth, a pleasure to touch, and my hair was supple and shiny. Everything in me sang gently and quietly. I didn’t need any of them any more. I wanted to go home and be on my own. Not on my own because there was no one who wanted me or on my own dreaming of Jan. But properly on my own.

At home the phone rang three times and I knew it was Jan but I didn’t answer it. I wanted to sit in my house, all comfortable, and nearly finished. I sat curled up in my big armchair, the fire burning in the grate, my mother’s ivory heads on the shelf next to me. I was even reading a book, slowly coming to life. By my side was the glossy folder containing the material Audra had given me. Perhaps I would look at it after all. More money. Independence. Learning new things. I stretched and went into the kitchen. The builders had left it tidy that day. The tiles were on the floor, the cupboards immaculate and sparkling, the formica icy clean with newness. The walls still had not been painted but now my plates were in the cupboards and the windows had been put in. Stacks of pictures lay by the walls waiting to be put up; but everything had taken on a recognisable form. It only needed the final touches and my home would be complete.

I poured myself a gin and tonic, with a slice of fresh yellow lemon. The ice and the bubbles and the slice of fruit looked pretty in the glass. I was glad I had given myself a drink. I thought: tomorrow I’ll pamper myself. I’ll run myself a bath, give myself some bath essence, luxuriate with new soap, cuddle up in a warmed towel, all by myself. Not alone, full of resentment that someone else hasn’t done it for me.

In the sitting room the lights were low. I put on a record and listened to Mozart for a while. I used to sit while music swept by me like scenery out of a window; now I fell into the music, I could reach it. I was enjoying being on my own. Not that I was on my own. I was with myself.

My mother was with me, too. No, the last time I had seen her was not at the hospital, I remembered.

I had been to see an oily undertaker who had worn a greasy suit and wrote in biro at a collapsible desk in the living room of his home. I thought: he probably folds everything up at night and in the evening he and his family watch television in the same spot I am sitting in. He was as polite and kind as possible, but he had said it all too many times to sound sincere. He had even adopted a ‘special’ low voice for talking to his clients. Finally he said, staring at my neck through unfocussing eyes: ‘We shall be collecting your mother tomorrow and if you would like to see her before the cremation service you can come in at any time on Friday when she will be waiting.’

‘See her?’ I said. ‘Why should I want to see her?’

He stared at his form in front of him. ‘Some people like to see their relatives. It gives comfort. It is quite understandable if you don’t. Many people don’t. Many people do. It is part of our service.’

‘What do you do?’ I was curious. ‘Make them up to look good?’ (I thought: my mother would have gone mad at the idea of anyone touching her face with make-up she hadn’t chosen herself. ‘Frightful green eye-shadow, so common … can’t possibly put on foundation and powder, so ageing.’)

The undertaker smiled. ‘Oh no, not like in America. It’s not like that here. Well, not if you don’t want it like that. No, nothing distasteful. It’s up to you. Think it over.’

‘No thank you!’ I said. Peering at the dead was not part of my family background. If anyone died we’d shudder and groan and pick straws for who had to go to the funeral. My mother would have hated the idea. ‘What’s the point of seeing a dead person? How ghoulish.’

But when I got home and several people had agreed that it would be a very bad idea, I changed my mind and I decided I would see her. After all, I would never have a chance again, and I’d always wanted, from schooldays, to see a ‘dead person’. I also wanted to be sure that she really was dead. I thought: it’s ridiculous but maybe she’s being kept alive in some underground wing of the cancer hospital so they can experiment on her. Or maybe one day I might meet her accidentally in a lift.

I rang the undertaker who suggested I look in at another office where she would be the following day. He said I could spend the whole morning with her but I had spent enough mornings with my mother staring at her lifeless face when she was alive. I said, no, I just wanted a peek. He didn’t feel comfortable with that word.

When I arrived the road was cast in watery sunlight. The glass of the undertaker’s window was dazzling and looked like mirror until you moved closer. Inside it was shaded by exotically draped yellow and orange curtains. There was a dead fly in one of the folds.

I went inside and a woman popped out of a door. She had a cup and saucer in her hand and a biscuit in the saucer. ‘Be with you in a minute, dear,’ she said.

A few minutes later she looked out again. ‘For Mrs Evert?’ she said. ‘Through here, dear.’ She led me into another room which was bare except for a long, high table covered with a drape. She pulled back the drape and underneath was a coffin.

‘There you are, dear,’ she said, pulling back the top half of the coffin which was hinged. ‘There she is. I’ll leave you a while, dear. Just tell me when you leave, won’t you, so I can pull it to.’

‘Thank you.’

She left, closing the door behind her. I moved closer.

There, inside the coffin, was my mother. Or at least her head and shoulders, for I couldn’t see any more. I thought: probably her body has been mangled up by the post-mortem. Her head lay on a silky cream cushion; her hair had been combed, not as she would have liked it, but not unpleasantly. She had on some kind of garment … nothing you’d notice. A sort of white shift that came up to her neck. And her face was quite white, untouched by any undertaker’s brush, except, perhaps, for a discreet dusting of light white powder. There was something odd about her face that made it look quite unnatural.

Then I realised what it was. It was because she was dead. And I was struck by a huge sense of absence. Not misery, absence. It was as if I’d come into the room looking for my mother and this woman had shown me a pile of old clothes and I had said: ‘Oh, no, that’s not my mother, those are her clothes but where is she …?’ I thought: how ridiculous to expect to feel anything unpleasant or sad when looking at her body. Better to feel happy that she was indeed dead, and happy that if she were dead, she must have gone somewhere else. Not heaven. I thought: ‘other’ or ‘there’ or ‘not here’.

I had been expecting a sight to haunt me all my life; I had not expected death to look so ordinary or so ‘dead’. I remembered her, for a moment, with affection. Her presence no longer snuffed out the love. I looked at her face long and hard. But it wouldn’t have mattered if they’d drawn the veil and shown me a laughing skull. Whatever it was it was simply harmless dead flesh and bone, like the cast-off skin of an old snake, saying: ‘Yes, I was here, but I am not here now.’

Somewhere my mother’s elegance, her funniness, her love, her happiness, her essential self was still alive. All the pain had been cast off. Now I looked back I remembered how calm I had felt, briefly, as I left. I had done the right thing. She was thanking me.

*
I leant over and turned the record over. Then I picked up the folder that contained Audra’s proposals. The room was warm and the light soft and mellow. I’d only got to the first page when there was a pounding at the door. The bell rang several times. I didn’t answer. For the first time for as long as I could remember the sound was not a relief but an intrusion. I knew it was Jan and I resented the noise he was making. I didn’t care to see him that evening. I heard his footsteps up and down outside. He was looking to see if the car was there. He could certainly see the lights on in my house so he must have known I was home. But perhaps he thought I was in my new kitchen, far away, listening to music. His footsteps seemed separate from me. Normally those steps, each tread, would have made me tense up and ache as if he were walking on my heart. But now they seemed to have a life apart from mine, nothing to do with me.

I remembered as a child waking in the early hours of the morning filled with panic because of a rustling sound by my window. I was certain it was a ghost trying to get in, and I lay for hours, my eyes tightly shut, filled with panic. Finally the sun came up and I dared to look. It was just the curtain moving slightly against the blind. Nothing to worry about at all. Like Jan’s footsteps, now devoid of power. Just a sound in the street.

Jan opened the letter box; it creaked. He shouted my name through it. He called me again and again. His voice was angry as if he were shouting over a field for an erring hunting dog. Finally there was a scratching sound and the letter-box opened again. A dusty scuff on the mat meant a note. Then his car revved up outside and he drove away.

I sipped my drink. My heart was still, like a pond. I curled my feet up under me, absorbed by the proposals.


Chapter Nine

In the past I would have kept Jan’s note, scrutinised it for clues and then kept it in a hallowed place. It was written on the back of an old Tote card and read: ‘Are you in? Or are you avoiding me? Ring me. Love Jan.’ But now it looked just like a note. Any old note. As I threw it in the waste-paper basket I thought: now he seems like an old cousin, someone I have bonds with but don’t really know very well.

When I got to the office the following morning it felt different, probably because I’d read Audra’s reports and it seemed more and more likely that I would take her up on her offer. My desk looked shabby and the windows were dirty. I was formal with my secretary because inside I was thinking: I probably won’t be here very long. I thought of her making tea for someone else and felt relieved.

When I rang Jan he said: ‘At last.’ His voice was cold. ‘Why didn’t you ring me before?’ And even his voice seemed separate, like someone on the radio, not like someone talking to me.

‘Why didn’t you tell me you were going to Dublin with Marin before?’ I asked. I asked it breezily and I meant it breezily as well, as if I were saying: ‘Oh, just a minute, where did you get that coat, d’you remember?’ There was no recrimination leaking out of my voice; just interest. I felt pleased with myself.

‘Ah,’ he said, and coughed. ‘I could explain that, but you wouldn’t believe me.’

‘No, go ahead,’ I said. I started to sign some letters in a brown folder that had been left on my desk. Thank goodness I wouldn’t be here for long. Having made up my mind to leave I hated the drawers of my desk, the sick-coloured carpet that I hadn’t noticed before.

‘Were you upset then?’ he asked.

‘I suppose I was upset you’d lied,’ I said. But was I really upset? I couldn’t in all honesty say I was. I just felt nothing at all except that I was free. For a moment I closed my eyes and imagined him at the end of the telephone, reaching out to him, as it were, testing the bonds. But, however hard I stretched I couldn’t reach him. It was as if I had been a boat chained to his shore, and now I was cut free I could hardly see it in the distance.

‘How did you know her name?’ he asked. His voice was suspicious. ‘I didn’t tell you.’

‘Oh yes, you did really,’ I said vaguely. ‘At some time or another.’

‘I only lied to protect you,’ he said. ‘I suppose … I wouldn’t imagine you feel like seeing me.’ He sounded hurt and angry.

‘Not much. But there again, why not?’ I wondered what he’d look like, now. Perhaps he’d be taller or shorter. Through the window I could see a man sitting in his flat on his own. He seemed to have no clothes on and he sat motionless. What was he doing? American army exercises? Or was there someone else in there? Or was he relaxing his feet in a bowl of warm water? I had never seen him before.

‘It’s going to be difficult to see you this week, of course,’ he said, and I could hear his head bending as if he were looking at his diary.

‘Oh well, don’t bother,’ I said, and I put the phone down. I wasn’t even angry. I felt fine.

(When I told Audra I had changed my mind she said: ‘I knew you would. You’re looking much better, darling, you’ve been so pale and peaky for the last couple of months. Perhaps your love affair is going well, suddenly?’)

Before I left the office that night the phone rang. I was pulling on my coat. Everyone else had gone home. Outside it was getting dark and in the dusk the lights of the city sparkled and twinkled like the inside of some huge computer; everyone was going somewhere, going home, going out, busy, busy. Soon I would get into my car and join them and become part of one of those silver trails, trailing glowing red in my path.

‘Hello, dear.’ It was Jan. His voice was sweeter but fainter. ‘Had a good day?’

‘Yes,’ I said. I could think of all sorts of other things to say but I didn’t want to say them to him. I felt suddenly private and remote.

‘Good. Now, I find I have a hole on Wednesday.’

‘But Thursday is the only day I can manage,’ I said, before he could finish:

‘If Thursday is the only day you can manage then …’

‘And I’m busy early evening,’ I interrupted. ‘Nine-thirty okay?’

There was a silence at the other end of the telphone. ‘If Thursday at nine-thirty is all you can manage then I suppose I’ll have to …’

‘Fine. See you then,’ I said, briskly. ‘Look forward to it. Bye bye.’

*
Everything seemed to have happened very fast, like a runaway car.

The following morning the builders came in to put in the ‘final touches’ which meant they wanted their money. The plaster was drying on the walls in warm pink patches, and they finished the floor with a strip of silver metal by the door; the pine units glowed and when I opened the fridge there was a smell of new rubber inside. On the table were two rolls of curtain material I was planning to hang later in the week. A ginger cat sat on the window-sill, chewing at my new geraniums in the sun.

‘Well, I hope you’re happy with the job, lady,’ said Elijah, standing in the middle of the kitchen admiring his work. Under his arm he hugged a paperback. ‘It’s been a difficult job, I won’t deny that. Lots of problems along the way. But Jack and I manage most problems, don’t we? With, of course, the Lord.’

‘The Lord may help you,’ said Jack, who had come into the room with his bag of tools, ‘but frankly I’ve found it very difficult working with such a beautiful woman around me all the time.’

‘So it’s just a paint job now,’ I said, ‘which I’ll get done myself.’

‘Cheaper than getting it done by the professionals,’ said Elijah.

‘That’s what I say to my wife on a Saturday night, but …’

I handed over the balance of the cheque. I made them their last cup of tea in my new kitchen. Now they were the intruders, not me. I felt quite benign towards them. Jack left early and I was left with Elijah.

‘It’s been a pleasure working with you, lady,’ he said as if we had pulled off this job together. ‘I feel you and I have a certain understanding. Not of building, but of life. I’d like to leave you with this book,’ he added, drawing out the thumbed paperback. It was called God in the Eighties, a Celebration of Love. With a pink fingernail he pointed to a chapter called ‘The Feminine Woman and the Lord’.

‘Look at this,’ he said. ‘And reflect on it well. Women of the Lord do not work. They look after the home and they serve the Lord that way.’

I pointed to his pocket where ten pound notes stuck out of the flap. ‘That money is from my career,’ I said.

‘What is money?’ he said shrugging, but tucking it down all the same. ‘Who cares about money?’ He turned to go, wiping his hands on his trousers. He pushed his face into mine and I could see hatred and resentment in there. ‘Turn to the Lord, lady,’ he hised, leaning forward, wagging his finger. His breath smelt as if his insides were rotting. ‘My friend, my sister … turn to the Lord. Before the flames of Hell devour you!’ He put the front-door key on the table and left the house.

I opened the window to get rid of his smell. But his predictions didn’t alarm me. I thought: how could all that talk ever have meant anything to me? I took the book from the table and went out of the front door to drop it in the dustbin; then I came back and washed my hands.

*
When I moved objects from my mother’s house into my own they looked different. Her sofa – on which she had so often sat, silent and depressed, an object which seemed almost part of her disease – was actually a very nice piece of furniture and fitted exactly along one wall. Re-covered it would look even more different, all tumultous associations washed out of it. The glasses she’d used, sitting alone, sipping dolefully at her drink, that seemed to grow out of her hand, part of her flesh – in my cupboards they sparkled and shone, drained completely of any connection except, of course, that they were so beautifully cut.

My room was now dotted with elegant spots of my mother, dabs of marvellous taste, pinches of her talented past. When Jan came round on Thursday and sat on the sofa with his drink I thought: really, his shirt doesn’t go at all with this room. And where would we have put that dreadful clown picture?

He appeared much smaller than before, as if he had shrunk. I noticed his feet were very small. And the very faint stubble on his chin was white and grey, and he looked old and exhausted. The backs of his hands were ashen and when he laid them flat there were little wrinkles round his knuckles as if he’d lost weight. His arms seemed tired and scrawny sticking out of his short sleeves. He seemed like an old uncle, rather sad, someone I should look after.

I felt very relaxed and cooked him a meal. Domestic now in my new house, I wore an apron and fussed around him as one should fuss around an old man and he glowed.

‘I like the new things,’ he said, gesturing.

‘My mother’s.’

‘She’s given you a lot.’

‘Yes.’ The potatoes were boiling. I got up and hung around the door.

‘Your looks. Your humour.’

I thought: my ability to survive.

We ate in the new kitchen. Jan was entertaining and flirtatious but he seemed to be very much like a guest. He liked the meal. He liked the wine. He sat, his green eyes darting brightly at me, as if he were absorbing every gesture, every look. When I turned my back to stack the plates I felt him looking at me, sucking me up with his eyes, storing my image away.

Then he got up and put his arms round me, pushing his hands between my apron and my blouse.

‘You’ve changed since I last saw you, dear,’ he said. ‘More business-like. Perhaps you’ve been hurt too much.’ He kissed my neck and I tensed up. Hurt? Was I hurt? I couldn’t remember. I finished the plates while he hung onto my back like a beetle. Then I turned round, and he pulled away, leading me next door to the sofa. He unbuttoned my blouse, bent to kiss my nipple. A peculiar feeling. I felt very slightly aroused, like an echo … but my heart wasn’t in it. I ruffled his hair. A bit dirty. His ears had little hairs growing out of them. I thought: how irritating that I can’t feel the longing any more. But it had all gone. I breathed in his smell, but it had no effect on me. I wished I’d had more to drink. I tried to remember it as it was. Later I stretched out on the sofa, legs apart, as he pushed into me. Now my eyes didn’t know where to look. One minute they were open, just taking him in, another tightly shut, wondering how long it would all take.

Afterwards he sat up and pulled up his trousers. ‘What’s the matter with you?’ he asked angrily. ‘There’s no point if you don’t enjoy it.’

‘I didn’t not enjoy it,’ I said. (My mother would have said that, trying to be tactful.)

‘Didn’t not enjoy it! Thank you!’ He shouted, pulling up his trousers. ‘What’s the matter with you? So, I’ve behaved badly. So what’s new? You liked it before!’

‘It’s Marin,’ I said. But it wasn’t, it was him. ‘There’s no room for me.’

‘Utter rubbish! There’s always been room for you. And I promise you, even though you don’t believe me, that she and I will finish. Sooner than you think. Unless, of course, you choose to pull out. Unable to stand the wait. Then I’m well rid of you!’

I said nothing, just looked at him, trying not to smile. His hair was all sticking out. His handkerchief looked stupid. There were frog-like wrinkles round his neck. That was why he always looked upwards. Of course.

‘What’s changed? What’s new, pussycat?’ I thought: what a dated expression. ‘What’s up, doc? I’ve always been honest with you, kid, always told you she was there. You’ve known about her.’

‘But I haven’t known her,’ I said. Treading on egg-shells. I pulled up my tights, and got up to shake my skirt down. ‘I feel I know her now. It’s both of you now, not just you.’

‘You’re talking rubbish,’ he said, angrily. He walked around the room saying nothing. The backs of his hands had little liver-spots on them. How could I have let him touch me? I didn’t move, feeling violence in his step and his stare.

‘Why do you suddenly care?’ I asked. Out of interest, really.

‘Why should I care? I care about you, don’t I? Has all this been meaningless to you?’

I said nothing. All what been meaningless to me? What was he talking about?

‘I’m going,’ he said. ‘Before I hit you.’

He grabbed at his overcoat and left, slamming the door. I stood alone in the room, but I didn’t feel alone at all. I felt great relief. I poked the fire, put on a record, cleared the supper away, and curled up on the sofa with a book. Before I opened it I stared into the flames. The whole room was bathed in soft, warm light. I could hear my mother: ‘Darling, how could you! How could you know a man who wears short-sleeved shirts?’

After that Jan was always ringing up.

‘You’re cruel!’ he shouted once over some pips in a phone box. The sound of a motorway in the background made his voice and my replies practically inaudible. ‘You’re callous. I always knew you were. You’re cold, callous and cruel!’

‘I’m not,’ I replied. ‘I’ll see you. I’d love to see you. I’m a friend. You’re my friend.’

‘But not like it was before. Is it? I want to know.’

‘Why get so angry?’ I said.

‘If you don’t want me, I don’t want you,’ he said threateningly. ‘I’m not going to put more money in, I’ll put the phone down.’

‘You know I’m very fond of you,’ I cradled the receiver between my chin and my shoulder. I was reading applications from sales managers for Ed’s new offices. One had written his entirely in verse.

‘Fond of me?’ The pips went and more money was forced into the phone. ‘Fond of me? After all we’ve been through? Fond?’

‘You’ve never mentioned anything else.’

‘I suppose there’s someone else. In love again. Just anyone, just someone you ran into in the road, just forget about me, on to the next one …’

‘No one else.’

‘You never really cared.’

‘Nothing has really changed,’ I said. My head ached. Against my ear the phone had become hot and my ear hurt. A lot had changed.

‘You don’t care in the same way, you use words like fond, when we make love you say you “didn’t not” enjoy it …’ he said. Then his voice changed, higher-pitched, reflective. ‘You’re sick, you know that? Sick. Weird. You should see someone.’

Gradually he called less. There was the odd vicious postcard, the occasional phone call in the middle of the night, slammed down when I picked it up, but apart from that, nothing.

*
I thought the name of the restaurant was familiar when Audra mentioned it to me, but I didn’t realise where we were until Ed ordered some champagne. ‘To celebrate,’ he said. We were at a different table to the one that Jan and I had sat at on that first date but it was definitely the same place. When the waiter came over he smiled at me. ‘For you it is always champagne, madame,’ he whispered as he poured it into my glass.

‘Always champagne?’ Ed had heard and leant forward, anxious to catch any gossip.

‘She is always here, dreenking the champagne … we are old friends,’ said the waiter. There was a flurry of napkins and towels as he bent the bottle to Audra’s glass. ‘You are a luckeeya man, with two beautiful women,’ he said when he got to Ed.

‘I certainly am,’ said Ed. And we all laughed a lot. I thought as I raised my glass: now I’m one of those women whom I saw when I first came here. I looked relaxed and at ease. As I looked at the menu my mouth watered. I was terribly hungry. We had been working hard for three months, now, and the first office in the north was opening the following Monday. The letterheads had been printed, the desks arrived, the staff hired, the offices redecorated – with office equipment from Haussmann’s of course.

‘And did you know, Ed, our new associate’s mother was Marie Evert … who of course …’ Audra leaned forward, her glass held between two hands like an offering. She had dropped some of the glitter and was wearing a grey two-piece, with a chic black shirt underneath. She looked happier, more restrained.

‘Marie Evert?’ said Ed, turning his silvered head towards me. ‘Why, I wondered where you got such marvellous taste. Perhaps I could meet her one day. I admire her very much.’

Audra shrank a little as if she were embarrassed and I was surprised to hear myself say, my voice smooth and mellow: ‘She died a little while ago, I’m afraid. Cancer.’

‘Oh, I’m so sorry …’

‘Don’t be sorry,’ I said. I reached forward to a candle and twisted some of the wax between my fingers. ‘You’re right to admire her. She was marvellous, you’re right. A wonderful woman.’ I wanted to say how I loved her and how funny she was and how she made me laugh and how we still shared jokes even though she was dead, but I was sure Ed wouldn’t understand. (‘Very attractive,’ my mother would have said. ‘But bone-headed, don’t you think? Very naive. Like all Americans. But marvellously uncomplicated.’ And that would have been a sort of compliment and a sort of put-down all in one.)

It wasn’t until Ed called for the bill that I looked around the restaurant again. It was completely full now. In a corner there was a large table where a waiter was bringing a huge birthday cake. A girl was hiding her face in her hands saying: ‘Oh, don’t!’ and the man next to her put his arm round her and gave her a kiss. The singing started. ‘Happy birthday to you …’

Other heads started to turn, and it was then that I saw them. Jan and Marin. Jan was looking much better than when I’d last seen him. His hair was brushed in little grey clouds that swirled past his ears. His cuffs were bright and sticking out six inches from his jacket. I remembered his smell. She was wearing a rather tight green dress which went with her eyes, and she looked a bit pissed and quite happy. They looked like a very attractive married couple, both pleased to see other people enjoying themselves. They sat straight up, not slumped. Well-preserved. Complementing each other. A waiter came up to them and Jan started jabbing at the menu, as if criticising the spelling. Marin put her hand on his arm and said something to the waiter and they both started laughing at Jan, who also started to smile at her. Probably flattered by the attention. But he looked at her as if he loved her, too.

A fine couple I thought, full of promise. Made for each other.
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