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FRIDAY

Once, before the bypass had been built, the main road ran through the heart of the village, a constant stream of heavy traffic that threatened to rattle the heart out of the gracious Queen Anne houses and the small shops with their bulging windows. Woodbridge had been, not such a long time ago, simply a place you drove through in order to reach some other place.

But since the opening of the bypass, things had changed. For the better, said the residents. For the worse, said the shopkeepers and the garage proprietors and the man who had run the lorry-drivers’ restaurant.

Now, the people of Woodbridge could go shopping and cross the road without taking their lives into their hands or having their pet dogs securely leashed. At weekends, children with brown velvet caps jammed down over their eyebrows, and mounted on a variety of shaggy steeds, trotted off to their local pony club meets, and already there had been a positive flowering of open-air events, garden parties and charity fetes. The lorry-drivers’ cafe became an expensive delicatessen, a ramshackle tobacconist sold out to a precious young man who dabbled in antiques, and the vicar had begun to plan a festival for next summer, in order to celebrate the tricentenary of his small, perpendicular church.

Woodbridge had come into its own again.

The clock on the church tower was pointing to ten minutes to twelve on a chill February morning when a big shabby Volvo turned the corner by the saddlers, and came slowly down the main street between the wide cobbled pavements. The young man at the wheel saw the whole long empty curve of it, his eye undeflected by thundering streams of traffic. He saw the charming irregularity of houses and bow-fronted shops, the beckoning perspective, and a distant glimpse of willow-fringed meadows. Far above, in a wintry sky full of sailing clouds, a plane droned in towards Heathrow. Otherwise it was very quiet, and there seemed to be scarcely anybody about.

He passed a pub, newly painted and with tubs of bay trees at either side of the door; a hairdresser, Carole Coiffures. The wine merchant with his bow-fronted bottle-glass window, and an antique shop stuffed with overpriced relics of better days.

He came to the house. He drew the car into the pavement’s edge and switched off the engine. The sound of the plane died, thrumming, into the morning quiet. A dog barked, a bird sang hopefully from a tree, as though deluded that the thin sunshine meant that spring had come. He got out of the car, slammed the door shut, and stood looking up at the flat, symmetric face of the house, with its fanlighted door and pleasing proportions. Flush on the pavement it stood, a flight of stone steps leading up to the front door and tall sash windows discreetly veiled in filmy curtains.

It was, he thought, a house that had never given anything away.

He went up the steps and rang the doorbell. The surround of the bell was brass and brightly polished, as was the lion’s head knocker. The door was painted yellow, new and bright looking, without a sunblister or a scratch upon it. In the lea of the house, out of the sun, it was cold. He shivered inside his thick donkey jacket and rang the bell again. Almost at once there were footsteps, and the next instant the yellow front door opened for him.

A girl stood there, looking rather cross, as though she had been interrupted, disturbed by the bell, and wanted to put off for as little time as possible. She had long, milk-fair hair, and she wore a tee shirt bulging with puppy fat, an apron, knee stockings and a pair of scarlet leather clogs.

“Yes?”

He smiled and said, “Good morning,” and her impatience instantly melted into quite a different expression. She had realized that it wasn’t the man about the coal, or someone collecting for the Red Cross, but a tall and personable young man, long-legged in his well-scrubbed jeans, and bearded like a Viking. “I wondered if Mrs. Archer was in?”

“I’m so sorry.” She looked quite sorry, too. “But I’m afraid not. She is gone to London today. To shop.”

She was, he reckoned, about eighteen, and from her accent, some sort of Scandinavian. Swedish, probably.

He said, with what he hoped was engaging ruefulness, “Isn’t that just my luck? I should have phoned or something, but I thought I’d take the chance of catching her at home.”

“Are you a friend of Mrs. Archer’s?”

“Well, I used to know the family, some years ago. But we’ve been … well, sort of out of touch. I was passing, on my way up to London from the West Country. I thought it would be nice to come and say hello. Just an idea I had. It doesn’t matter.”

He began, diffidently, to back away. As he had hoped, the girl delayed him.

“When she comes back, I could tell her that you have been here. She will be back in time for tea.”

At that moment, with splendid timing, the church clock began to chime for midday.

He said, “It’s only twelve o’clock now. I can scarcely hang around till then. Never mind, I’ll maybe be down this way again some time.” He looked up and down the street. “There used to be a little café here…”

“Not any more. It is a delicatessen now.”

“Well, perhaps I can get a sandwich in the pub. It seems a long time since breakfast.” He smiled down at her from his great height. “Goodbye, then. It’s been nice meeting you.” He turned as though to leave. He could feel her hesitation, her decision, as though he had directed them himself. She said, “I could…”

With one foot already on the upper step, he turned back.

“What could you do?”

“Are you really an old friend of the family?” She longed to be put out of her doubt.

“Yes, I really am. But I have no way of proving it to you.”

“I mean, I was just going to get the lunch for myself and the baby. I could get it for you, too.”

He looked reproachful, and she began to blush. “Now, that’s very foolhardy of you. I’m sure you’ve been warned, time and time again, about strange men coming to the door.”

She looked distressed. She obviously had. “It is just that, if you are a friend of Mrs. Archer’s, Mrs. Archer would want me to ask you in.” She was lonely and probably bored. All au pair girls seemed to be lonely and bored. It was an occupational hazard.

He said, “You mustn’t get yourself into trouble.”

Despite herself, she began to smile. “I don’t think I will.”

“Supposing I steal the silver? Or start trying to make violent love to you?”

For some strange reason this possibility did not alarm her in the least. Rather, she seemed to regard it as a joke, and so to be reassured. She even gave a small, conspiratorial giggle. “If you do, I shall scream and the whole village will come to my rescue. Everybody knows what everybody does in Woodbridge. Everybody talks all the time. Chat, chat. Nobody has a secret.” She stepped back, opening the yellow door wide. The long, pretty hallway was invitingly revealed.

He hesitated for just long enough to make it seem genuine and then shrugged, said, “All right,” and followed her over the threshold, wearing the expression of a man who has been finally, reluctantly, persuaded. She closed the door. He looked down into her face. “But you may have to take the consequences.”

She laughed again, excited by the little adventure. She said, in hostess-like tones, “Would you like to take off your coat?”

He did so, and she hung it up for him.

“If you would like to come to the kitchen, perhaps you would like a glass of beer?”

“Well, thank you.”

She led the way, down the passage that led to the back of the house, to the modern kitchen, built out into the south-facing garden and flooded now with pale sunlight. Everything shone with cleanliness and order; bright surfaces, a gleaming cooker, stainless steel and polished teak. The floor was blue and white tiles, which looked Portuguese. There were plants along the windowsill, and a table at the window was laid for lunch. He saw the high chair, the bright plastic table mat, the small spoons, the Beatrix Potter mug.

He said, “You’ve got a baby to look after.”

She was at the fridge, getting him a can of beer. “Yes.” She closed the fridge door and went to take a pewter mug from a hook on the scrubbed pine dresser. “He’s Mrs. Archer’s grandchild.”

“What’s he called?”

“Thomas. He’s called Tom.”

“Where’s he now?”

“In his cot, having his morning rest. In a moment, I’ll go up and get him, because he’ll be ready for his lunch.”

“How old is he?”

“Two.” She handed him the can and the mug, and he opened the can and poured it carefully, without a head.

“I suppose he’s staying here, is he? I mean, his parents are away, or something.”

“No, he lives here.” Her smiling, dimpled face took on an expression of woe. “It’s very sad. His mother is dead.” She frowned. “It is funny that you do not know that.”

“I told you. I’ve been out of touch since I last saw the Archers. I had no idea. I am sorry.”

“She was killed in a plane crash. She was coming home from a holiday in Yugoslavia. She was their only child.”

“So they look after the grandchild?”

“Yes.”

He took a mouthful of beer, cool and delicious. “What about the father?”

The girl had turned her rounded back on him, was stooping to investigate something in an oven. A fragrant smell filled the kitchen, and his mouth watered. He had not realized how hungry he was.

She said, “They were separated. I don’t know anything about him.” She closed the oven and straightened up. She gave him another searching look. “I thought you would have known about that, too.”

“No. I don’t know about anything. I was out of this country for a bit. I was in Spain and I was in America.”

“Yes. I see.” She looked at the clock. “If I leave you, will you be all right? I have to go up and get Thomas.”

“If you’re sure you can trust me not to help myself to the spoons.” He was teasing her, and she cheered up and smiled again. “I don’t think you’ll do that.” She was wholesome, creamy as a tumbler of milk.

He said, “What’s your name?”

“Helga.”

“Are you Swedish?”

“Yes.”

“They’re lucky, the Archers. I mean, having someone like you.”

“I’m lucky, too. It is a good job, and they are very kind. Some girls get terrible places. I could tell you some stories.”

“Do you go to classes in the afternoons?”

“Yes. English and history.”

“Your English sounds perfect to me.”

“I am doing literature. Jane Austen.”

She looked so pleased with herself that he laughed. He said, “Run along, Helga, and get that baby. I’m starving, even if he isn’t.” For some reason she blushed again, and then went away and left him alone in the shining, sunny kitchen.

He waited. Heard her go upstairs, her footsteps cross the floor of the room above. He heard her voice, speaking quietly; curtains being drawn back. He laid down his beer and went, soft-footed, rubber-soled, back down the hall and opened the door at the bottom of the staircase. He went in. There were the chintzes, the grand piano, the orderly bookshelves, the unassuming water colors. A fire had been laid in the Adam grate, but was, as yet, unlit. Even so, the room was warm with central heating and heavy with the scent of hyacinths.

Its neatness, its order, its air of well-bred, well-moneyed smugness, enraged him, as it always had. He longed for muddled knitting, strewn newspapers, a dog or a cat on some familiar cushion. But there was nothing. Only the slow ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece bore witness to any sort of activity.

He began to prowl around. The grand piano was a repository of photographs. Mr. Archer in a top hat, proudly displaying some minor order bestowed upon him by the queen at Buckingham Palace; his moustache like a toothbrush, his morning coat strained across his spreading stomach. Mrs. Archer as a misty girl, dressed for her wedding. The baby, propped up on a fur rug. And Jeannette.

He picked up the stylized portrait and stood, looking down at it. Pretty, as she had always been pretty. Sexy even, in her extraordinary, fastidious way. He remembered her legs, which were sensational, and the shape of her well-manicured hands. But nothing much else. Not her voice, not her smile.

He had married her because the Archers hadn’t wanted their daughter to be the mother of an illegitimate baby. When the disastrous news had been broken to them that their precious only child had been having an affair with, actually living with, that dreadful Oliver Dobbs, their tidy little world had fallen apart. Mrs. Archer had taken to her bed with a crise de nerfs, but Mr. Archer, harking back to his brief years as a soldier, had straightened his tie and his back and taken Oliver out to lunch at his London club.

Oliver, unimpressed and not a little amused, had recorded the subsequent discussion with the detachment of a totally impartial observer. Even at the time it had seemed as unreal as a scene from an old-fashioned play.

Only daughter, Mr. Archer had said, plunging in at the deep end. Always had great plans for her. No question of recriminations, hindsight never did a man any good, but the question was, what was Oliver going to do about this baby?

Oliver said that he didn’t think he could do anything. He was working in a fish-and-chips shop, and he couldn’t afford to marry anyone, let alone Jeannette.

Mr. Archer cleared his throat, and said that he didn’t want to tread on toes, or to appear curious, but it was obvious to him that Oliver came from a good family, and he knew for a fact that Oliver had been to a well-known school, so was there any reason that he had to work in a fish-and-chips shop?

Oliver said that yes, there was a reason. The reason was that he was a writer, and the fish-and-chips shop job was the sort of undemanding occupation he needed to keep himself alive in order to be able to write.

Mr. Archer cleared his throat again and began to talk about Oliver’s parents, and Oliver told Mr. Archer that his parents, who lived in Dorset, were not only penniless, but unforgiving. Living on an army pension, they had denied themselves everything in order to be able to scrape up enough money to send Oliver to that exclusive school. When he had finally walked out of it at the age of seventeen, they had tried, in a broken-hearted sort of way, to persuade him to follow some sensible, conventional course. To join the army, the navy, perhaps. To become a chartered accountant, a banker, a lawyer. But he could only be a writer, because by then he already was a writer. Defeated at last; they washed their hands of their son, cutting him without the proverbial shilling, and remaining sulkily and stubbornly incommunicado.

This obviously disposed of Oliver’s parents. Mr. Archer tried another tack. Did Oliver love Jeannette? Would he make her a good husband?

Oliver said that he didn’t think he would make her a good husband, because he was so terribly poor.

Mr. Archer then cleared his throat for the third and last time and came to the point. If Oliver agreed to marry Jeannette and provide the baby with a legitimate father, then he, Mr. Archer, would see to it that … er … financially, the young couple would be all right.

Oliver asked, how all right? And Mr. Archer elucidated, his eyes steadily holding Oliver’s across the table, but his anxious hands shifting his wineglass, straightening a fork, crumbling a roll. By the time he was done, his place setting was in chaos, but Oliver realized that he was onto a good thing.

Living in Jeannette’s flat in London, with a steady income coming in each month to his bank account, he could give up the job in the fish-and-chips shop and get down to finishing his play. He already had a book under his belt, but that was still with an agent, and the play was something else, something that he had to get down, before it ate his soul out like some ghastly cancer. That was how it was with writing. He was never happy unless he was living two lives. A real life with women and food and drinking in pubs with friends; and the other life, teeming with his own people, who were more vital and sympathetic than anyone he ever met in the normal course of events. And certainly, he thought, more interesting than the Archers.

Over the lunch table, the two men had come to an agreement. Later, it was consolidated by lawyers’ letters and drafts and signatures. Oliver and Jeannette were duly married in a registry office, and this seemed to be all that mattered to the Archers. The alliance lasted no more than a few months. Even before the child was born, Jeannette had gone back to her parents. Boredom she could stand, she said, and loneliness too, but abuse and physical violence were more than she was prepared to endure.

Oliver scarcely noticed her going. He stayed in her flat and peacefully, without any sort of interruption, finished the play. When it was done, he left the flat, locked the door and posted Jeannette the key. He took himself off to Spain. He was in Spain when the baby was born, and still there when he read, in some week-old paper, of his wife’s death in the Yugoslavian air disaster. By then Jeannette had become a person who had happened to Oliver a long time ago, and he discovered that the tragedy aroused little emotion in him. She belonged to the past.

Besides, by then he was well into his second novel. So he thought about Jeannette for perhaps five minutes and then plunged thankfully back into the company of the infinitely more compelling characters who were now going about their business within the confines of his own head.

*   *   *

When Helga came downstairs again, he was back in the kitchen sitting on the window seat, with his back to the sun, and enjoying his beer. The door opened, and she appeared, carrying the child in her arms. He was larger than Oliver had imagined, dressed in red overalls with a bib and a white sweater. His hair was a sort of reddish gold, like new pennies, but Oliver couldn’t see his face, which was buried in Helga’s delectable neck.

Helga smiled at Oliver over Thomas’s shoulder.

“He’s shy. I have told him that there is a visitor, and he doesn’t want to look at you.” She bent her head to say to the little boy, “Look, you silly. He is a nice man. He has come to have lunch with us.”

The child made a mooing, negative sound and buried his face still deeper. Helga laughed and brought him over to his high chair and inserted him into it, so that at last he had to let go of her. He and Oliver looked at each other. The child had blue eyes and seemed sturdy. Oliver didn’t know much about children. Nothing, in fact. He said, “Hi.”

“Say hello, Thomas,” Helga prompted. She added, “He does not like to talk.”

Thomas stared at the stranger. One-half of his face was red from being pressed into a pillow. He smelled of soap. Helga clipped a plastic bib around his neck, but he didn’t take his eyes off Oliver.

Helga went to the stove to collect their meal. From the oven she took a shepherd’s pie, a dish of brussels sprouts. She put a little into a round dish, mashed it up with a fork and set it down on the tray of Thomas’s high chair. “Now, eat it up,” and she put his spoon into his hand.

“Does he feed himself?” asked Oliver.

“Of course. He’s two now, not a baby anymore. Are you, Thomas? Show the man how you can eat up your dinner.” Thomas responded by laying down his spoon. His blue eyes fixed, unwinking, on Oliver, and Oliver began to feel self-conscious.

“Here,” he said. He set down his glass of beer, and reaching over, took up the spoon, filled it with squashed meat and potato, and steered it towards Thomas’s mouth. Thomas’s mouth opened, and it all disappeared. Thomas, munching, continued to stare. Oliver gave him back the spoon. Thomas finished his mouthful and then smiled. A good deal of the smile was shepherd’s pie, but there was, as well, the glimpse of an engaging double row of small pearly teeth.

Helga, putting down Oliver’s plate in front of him, caught sight of the smile.

“There now, he has made a friend.” She brought another plate and sat herself at the head of the table, so that she could help Thomas. “He’s a very friendly little boy.”

“What does he do all day?”

“He plays, and he sleeps, and in the afternoons he goes for a walk in his push chair. Usually Mrs. Archer takes him, but today I will take him.”

“Does he look at books and things?”

“Yes, he likes picture books, but sometimes he tears them.”

“Does he have toys?”

“He likes little cars and blocks. He doesn’t like teddies or rabbits or things like that. I don’t think he likes the feel of fur. You know what I mean?”

Oliver began to eat the shepherd’s pie, which was very hot and delicious. He said, “Do you know a lot about babies?”

“At home in Sweden I have younger brothers and sisters.”

“Are you fond of Thomas?”

“Yes, he is nice.” She made a face at the child. “You are nice, aren’t you, Thomas? And he doesn’t cry all the time like some children do.”

“It must be rather … dull for him, being brought up by his grandparents.”

“He is too little to know whether it is dull or not.”

“But it’ll be dull when he’s older.”

“A child on his own is always sad. But there are other children in the village. He will make friends.”

“And you? Have you made friends?”

“There is another au pair girl. We go to classes together.”

“Haven’t you got a boyfriend?”

She dimpled. “My boyfriend is at home in Sweden.”

“He must miss you.”

“We write to each other. And it is only for six months. At the end of six months, I shall go back to Sweden.”

“What will happen to Thomas then?”

“I expect Mrs. Archer will get another au pair girl. Would you like some more shepherd’s pie?”

The meal progressed. For dessert there was fruit or yoghurt or cheese. Thomas ate yoghurt. Oliver peeled an orange. Helga, at the stove, made coffee.

She said to Oliver, “Do you live in London?”

“Yes, I’ve got a basement flat just off the Fulham Road.”

“Is that where you are going now?”

“Yes. I’ve been in Bristol for a week.”

“On holiday?”

“Who’d go to Bristol for a holiday in February? No, I have a play being put on at the Fortune Theatre there. I went down to do a small rewrite. The actors complained they couldn’t get their tongues round some of my lines.”

“A writer?” She turned wide-eyed. “You write plays? And get them performed? You must be very good.”

“I like to think so.” He filled his mouth with sections of orange. Their taste, and the bitter tang of the peel, reminded him of Spain. “But it’s what other people think that really matters. The critics, and the people who pay to come to the theatre.”

“What is the play called?”

“Bent Penny. And don’t ask me what it’s about, because I haven’t got time to tell you.”

“My boyfriend writes. He writes articles on psychology for the university journal.”

“I’m sure they’re fascinating.”

“But it isn’t the same as writing plays.”

“No. Not quite the same.”

Thomas had finished his yoghurt. Helga wiped his face and took off his bib and lifted him out of his high chair. He came to stand by Oliver, balancing himself by placing his hands on Oliver’s knee. Through the worn denim, Oliver could feel their warmth, the grip of the little fingers. Thomas gazed up at Oliver and smiled again, a grin with dimples and that row of little teeth. He put up a hand to touch Oliver’s beard, and Oliver stooped so that he could reach it. Thomas laughed. Oliver picked him up and held him on his knee. He felt solid and warm.

Helga seemed gratified by all these friendly advances. “Now he has made friends. If I got a book, you could show him the pictures while I put the plates in the dishwasher. Then I have to take him for a walk.”

Oliver had already decided that it was time to leave, but he said, “All right” so Helga went to find a book, and he and Thomas were left alone.

Thomas was fascinated by his beard. Oliver hoisted him up so that he stood on Oliver’s knee and their eyes were on a level. Thomas tugged his beard. Oliver yelped. Thomas laughed. He tried to tug it again, but Oliver caught his hand and held it in his own. “That hurts, you brute.” Thomas stared into his eyes. Oliver said softly, “Do you know who I am?” and Thomas laughed again, as though the question were a great joke.

Helga came back with the book and laid it on the table, a large and brightly colored book with farm animals on the shiny cover. Oliver opened it at random and Thomas sat down again on his knee, leaning forward on the table, to peer at the pictures. As Helga went about her work putting plates away and scrubbing out the dish that had contained the shepherd’s pie, Oliver turned the pages, and said the names of the animals, and pointed to the farmhouse and the gate and the tree and the haystack. And they came to a picture of a dog, and Thomas barked. And then to a picture of a cow, and he made mooing sounds. It was all very companionable.

Then Helga said it was time for Thomas to come upstairs and be dressed in his outdoor clothes, so she gathered him up and bore him away. Oliver sat and waited for them to come down again. He looked at the immaculate kitchen, and out into the immaculate garden, and he thought of Helga leaving and the next au pair girl coming, and the pattern repeating itself until Thomas was eight years old, and of an age to be sent to some well-established and probably useless prep school. He thought of his son, slotted, labeled, trapped on the conveyor belt of a conventional education, expected to make the right friends, play the accepted games, and never question the tyranny of meaningless tradition.

Oliver had escaped. At seventeen he had cut and run, but only because he had had the twin weapons of his writing and his own single-minded, rebellious determination to go his own way.

But how would Thomas fare?

The question made him feel uncomfortable, and he rejected it as being hypothetical. It was none of Oliver’s business what school Thomas went to, and it didn’t matter anyway. He lit another cigarette, and idly opened Thomas’s picture book again, lifting the front cover. He saw on the white fly sheet, written in Mrs. Archer’s neat black-inked script,

Thomas Archer

For his Second Birthday

From Granny.

And all at once it did matter. A sort of rage rose within Oliver, so that if Jeannette’s mother had been standing nearby, he would have attacked her; with words that only he knew how to use; with his fists if necessary.

He is not Thomas Archer, you sanctimonious bitch. He is Thomas Dobbs. He is my son.

*   *   *

When Helga came downstairs, carrying Thomas dressed in a sort of ski suit and a woolen hat with a bobble on it, Oliver was already waiting for her in the hall. He had put on his coat, and he said, “I have to go now. I have to get back to London.”

“Yes, of course.”

“It was very kind of you to give me lunch.”

“I will tell Mrs. Archer that you were here.”

He began to grin. “Yes. Do that.”

“But … I don’t know your name. To tell her, I mean.”

“Just say Oliver Dobbs.”

“All right, Mr. Dobbs.” She hesitated, standing at the bottom of the stairs, and then said, “I have to get the pram and my coat from the cloakroom. Will you hold Thomas for a moment?”

“Of course.”

He lifted the child out of her arms, hoisting him up against one shoulder.

“I won’t be long, Thomas,” Helga assured him, and she turned and went down the passage beneath the staircase, and disappeared through a half-glassed door.

A pretty, trusting, stupid little girl. He hoped they would not be too hard on her. You can be as long as you like, my darling. Carrying his son he went down the hall, let himself out through the yellow front door, went down the steps and got into his waiting car.

Helga heard the car go down the street, but she did not realize it was Oliver’s. When she returned with the push chair, there was no sign of either the man or the child.

“Mr. Dobbs?”

He had left the front door open, and the house was invaded by the bitter cold of the afternoon.

“Thomas?”

But outside was only the empty pavement, the silent street.
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FRIDAY

The most exhausting thing in the world, Victoria Bradshaw decided, was not having enough to do. It was infinitely more exhausting than having far too much to do, and today was a classic example.

February was a bad time for selling clothes. She supposed it was a bad time, really, for selling anything. Christmas was forgotten, and the January sales just a gruesome memory. The morning had started hopefully, with thin sunshine and a light icing of frost, but by early afternoon it had clouded over, and now it was so cold and wet that people with any sense at all were staying at home by fires or in centrally heated flats, doing crosswords or baking cakes or watching television. The weather gave them no encouragement to plan wardrobes for the spring.

The clock edged around to five o’clock. Outside, the bleak afternoon was darkening swiftly into night. The curved shop window had SALLY SHARMAN written across it. From the inside of the shop this presented itself backwards, like writing seen in a mirror, and beyond these hieroglyphics Beauchamp Place was curtained in rain. Passersby, umbrellaed and gusted by wind, struggled with parcels. A stream of traffic waited for the Brompton Road lights to change. A figure, camouflaged by rainproof clothing, ran up the steps from the street and burst through the glass-paneled door like a person escaping, letting in a gust of cold air before the door was hastily slammed shut again.

It was Sally, in her black raincoat and her huge red fox hat. She said, “God, what a day,” furled her umbrella, took off her gloves and began to unbutton her coat.

“How did it go?” Victoria asked.

Sally had spent the afternoon in the company of a young designer who had decided to go into the wholesale trade.

“Not bad,” she said, draping her coat over the umbrella stand to drip. “Not bad at all. Lots of new ideas, good colors. Rather mature clothes. I was surprised. I thought his being so young, it would have been all jeans and workmen’s shirts, but not at all.”

She pulled off her hat, shook it free of raindrops, and finally emerged as her usual, lanky, elegant self. Narrow trousers tucked into tall boots, and a string-like sweater that on anyone else would have looked like an old floor-cloth, but on Sally was sensational.

She had started life as a model and had never lost her beanpole shape or the ugly, jutting, photogenic bones of her face. From being a model, she had gravitated to the editorial pages of a fashion magazine, and from there, using her accumulated know-how, her many connections, and a natural flair for business, had opened her own shop. She was nearly forty, divorced, hard-headed, but far more tenderhearted than she liked anybody to suspect. Victoria had worked for her for nearly two years and was very fond of her.

Now, she yawned. “I really hate business lunches. I always feel hung over by the middle of the afternoon, and somehow that throws me for the rest of the day.”

She reached into her immense handbag and took out cigarettes and an evening paper, which she tossed down onto the glass counter. “What’s been happening here?”

“Practically nothing. I sold the beige overdress, and some female came in and dithered for half an hour over the paisley coat, and then she went out again and said she’d think it over. She was put off by the mink collar. She says she’s a wildlife supporter.”

“Tell her we’ll take it off and put on plastic fur instead.” Sally went through the curtained doorway into the small office at the back of the shop, sat at her desk and began to open the mail.

She said, “You know, Victoria, I’ve been thinking, this would be a terribly good time for you to take a couple of weeks off. Things’ll start livening up soon, and then I shan’t be able to let you go. Besides, you haven’t had a holiday since goodness knows when. The only thing is, February isn’t very exciting anywhere. Perhaps you could go and ski, or stay with your mother in Sotogrande. What’s Sotogrande like in February?”

“Windy and wet, I should think.”

Sally looked up. “You don’t want to take two weeks off in February,” she announced resignedly. “I can tell by your voice.” Victoria did not contradict her. Sally sighed. “If I had a mother who had a gorgeous house in Sotogrande, I’d stay with her every month of the year if I could. Besides, you look as though you need a holiday. All skinny and pale. It makes me feel guilty having you around, as though I worked you too hard.” She opened another envelope. “I thought we’d paid that electricity bill. I’m sure we paid it. It must be the computer’s fault. It must have gone mad. Computers do, you know.”

To Victoria’s relief the question of her suddenly taking a holiday at the end of February was, for the moment, forgotten. She picked up the newspaper that Sally had tossed down, and for lack of anything better to do, leafed idly through it, her eye skimming the usual disasters, both great and small. There were floods in Essex, a new conflagration threatened in Africa. A middle-aged earl was marrying his third wife, and in Bristol rehearsals were under way at the Fortune Theatre for Oliver Dobbs’ new play, Bent Penny.

There was no reason why she should have noticed this little scrap of news. It was tucked in at the end of the last column on the entertainments page. There was no headline. No photograph. Just Oliver’s name, which leapt out at her, like a shout of recognition, from the small print.

“.… it’s a final demand. What a nerve, sending a final demand. I know I wrote a cheque last month.” Victoria said nothing, and Sally looked at her. “Victoria…? What are you staring at?”

“Nothing. Just this bit in the paper about a man I used to know.”

“I hope he’s not being sent to jail.”

“No, he writes plays. Have you ever heard of Oliver Dobbs?”

“Yes, of course. He writes for television. I saw one of his short plays the other night. And he did the script for that marvelous documentary on Seville. What’s he been doing to get himself in the news?”

“He’s got a new production coming off in Bristol.”

“What’s he like?” Sally asked idly, half her mind still on the iniquities of the London Electricity Board.

“Attractive.”

This caught Sally’s attention. She was all in favor of attractive men. “Did he attract you?”

“I was eighteen and impressionable.”

“Weren’t we all, darling, in the dim days of our youth. Not that that applies to you. You’re still a blooming child, you fortunate creature.” Suddenly she lost interest in Oliver Dobbs, in the final demand, in the day, which had already gone on far too long. She leaned back and yawned. “To hell with it. Let’s shut up shop and go home. Thank the Lord for weekends. All at once the prospect of nothing to do for two days is total paradise. I shall spend this evening sitting in a hot bath and watching television.”

“I thought you’d be going out.”

Sally’s private life was both complicated and lively. She had a string of men friends, none of whom seemed to be aware of the others’ existence. Like an adroit juggler, Sally kept them all on the go, and avoided the embarrassment of inadvertently muddling their names by calling them all “darling.”

“No, thank God. How about you?”

“I’m meant to be going out to have a drink with some friends of my mother’s. I don’t suppose it will be very thrilling.”

“Oh, well,” said Sally, “you never know. Life is full of surprises.”

One of the good things about working in Beauchamp Place was that it was within walking distance of Pendleton Mews. The flat in Pendleton Mews belonged to Victoria’s mother, but it was Victoria who lived there. Most of the time she enjoyed the walk. Down shortcuts and narrow back roads, it only took half an hour and provided a little pleasant exercise and fresh air at the beginning and the end of the day.

But this evening it was so cold and wet that the prospect of a trudge through icy wind and rain was almost more than she could bear; so, breaking her own rule about never taking taxis, she succumbed, without much resistance, to temptation, walked up to the Bromptom Road and finally flagged down a cab.

Because of one-way streets and snarled-up traffic, it took perhaps ten minutes longer to reach the Mews than if she had made the journey on foot, and cost so much that she simply handed the driver a pound note and let him count out the meagre change. He had set her down at the arch that divided the Mews from the road, so there was still a little way to go, across the puddles and the shining wet cobbles before she reached at last the haven of her own blue front door. She opened the door with her latch key, reached inside and switched on the light; climbed the steep, narrow stairs, carpeted in worn beige Wilton, and emerged at the top directly into the small sitting room.

She shed umbrella and basket and went to draw the chintz curtains against the night. The room at once became enclosed and safe. She lit the gas fire and went through to the tiny kitchen to put on a kettle for a cup of coffee; switched on the television and then switched it off again, put a Rossini overture on the record player, went into her bedroom to take off raincoat and boots.

The kettle, competing with Rossini, whistled for attention. She made a mug of instant coffee, went back to the fireside, pulled her basket towards her and took out Sally’s evening paper. She turned to the item about Oliver Dobbs and the new play in Bristol.

I was eighteen and impressionable, she had said to Sally, but she knew now that she had also been lonely and vulnerable, a ripe fruit, trembling on its stalk, waiting to fall.

And Oliver, of all men, had been standing at the foot of the tree, waiting to catch her.

*   *   *

Eighteen, and in her first year at art school. Knowing nobody, intensely shy and unsure of herself, she had been both flattered and apprehensive when an older girl, perhaps taking pity on Victoria, had flung a vague invitation to a party in her direction.

“Goodness knows what it’ll be like, but I was told I could ask anybody I wanted. You’re meant to bring a bottle of something, but I don’t suppose it matters if you come empty handed. Anyway, it’s a good way to meet people. Look, I’ll write down the address. The man’s called Sebastian, but that doesn’t matter. Just turn up if you feel like it. Any time; that doesn’t matter either.”

Victoria had never had such an invitation in her life. She decided that she wouldn’t go. And then decided that she would. And then got cold feet. And finally put on a pair of clean jeans, stole a bottle of her mother’s best claret, and went.

She ended up in a top floor flat in West Kensington, clutching her bottle of claret and knowing nobody. Before she had been there two minutes somebody said “How immensely kind,” and removed the bottle of claret, but nobody else said a single word to her. The room was filled with smoke, intense men in beads, and girls with grey faces and long seaweed-like hair. There was even a grubby baby or two. There was nothing to eat and—once she had parted with the claret—nothing recognizable to drink. She could not find the girl who suggested that she come and was too shy to join any of the tight, conversational groups gathered on floor, cushions or the single sagging sofa that had curly wire springs protruding from between arm and seat. She was, as well, too diffident to go and get her coat and leave. The air was filled with the sweet and insidious smell of marijuana, and she was standing in the bay window, lost in nerve-wracking fantasies of a possible police raid, when suddenly somebody said, “I don’t know you, do I?”

Startled, Victoria swung round, so clumsily that she almost knocked the drink out of his hand.

“Oh, I am sorry…”

“It doesn’t matter. It hasn’t spilled. At least,” he added, generously, “not very much.”

He smiled as though this were a joke, and she smiled back, grateful for any friendly overture. Grateful too that out of such woebegone company the only man who had spoken to her was neither dirty, sweaty, nor drunk. On the contrary, he was perfectly presentable. Even attractive. Very tall, very slender with reddish hair that reached to the collar of his sweater, and an immensely distinguished beard.

He said, “You haven’t got a drink.”

“No.”

“Don’t you want one?”

She said no again, because she didn’t and also because if she said that she did, he might go away to get her one and never come back again.

He seemed amused. “Don’t you like it?”

Victoria looked at his glass. “I don’t exactly know what it is.”

“I don’t suppose anybody does. But this tastes like…” He took a mouthful, thoughtfully, like a professional taster, rolling it round his mouth, finally swallowing it, “… red ink and aniseed balls.”

“What’s it going to do to the inside of your stomach?”

“We’ll worry about that in the morning.” He looked down at her, a frown of concentration furrowing his brow. “I don’t know you, do I?”

“No. I don’t suppose you do. I’m Victoria Bradshaw.” Even saying her own name made her feel embarrassed, but he did not seem to think that there was anything embarrassing about it.

“And what do you do with yourself?”

“I’ve just started at art college.”

“That explains how you got to this little do. Are you enjoying it?”

She looked around. “Not very much.”

“I actually meant art college, but if you’re not enjoying this very much, why don’t you go home?”

“I thought it wouldn’t be very polite.”

He laughed at that. “You know, in this sort of company, politeness doesn’t count all that much.”

“I’ve only been here for ten minutes.”

“And I’ve only been here for five.” He finished his drink, tipping back his remarkable head and pouring the remains of the noxious tumbler down the back of his throat as easily as if it had been a cold and tasty beer. Then he set the glass down on the window ledge and said, “Come on. We’re leaving.” And he put a hand under her elbow and steered her expertly towards the door, and without making the vaguest of excuses or even saying good-bye, they left.

At the top of the dingy staircase, she turned to face him.

“I didn’t mean that.”

“What didn’t you mean?”

“I mean that I didn’t want you to leave. I wanted me to leave.”

“How do you know I didn’t want to leave?”

“But it was a party!”

“I left those sort of parties behind light years ago. Come on, hurry up, let’s get out into the fresh air.”

On the pavement, in the soft dusk of a late summer’s night, she stopped again. She said, “I’m all right now.”

“And what is that supposed to mean?”

“I can get a taxi, and go home.”

He began to smile. “Are you frightened?”

Victoria became embarrassed all over again. “No, of course not.”

“Then what you running away from?”

“I’m not running away from anything. I simply…”

“Want to go home?”

“Yes.”

“Well you can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because we’re going to go and find a spaghetti house or something, and we’re going to buy a proper bottle of wine, and you are going to tell me the story of your life.”

An empty taxi hove into view, and he hailed it. It stopped, and he bundled her in. After he gave the taxi driver directions, they drove in silence for about five minutes, and then the taxi stopped and he bundled her out again. He paid off the taxi and led her across the pavement into a small and unpretentious restaurant, with a few tables crowded around the walls and the air thick with cigarette smoke and the good smells of cooking food. They were given a table in the corner without enough room for his long legs, but somehow he arranged them so that his feet didn’t trip the passing waiters, and he ordered a bottle of wine and asked for a menu, and then he lit a cigarette and turned to her and said, “Now.”

“Now what?”

“Now tell me. The story of your life.”

She found herself smiling. “I don’t even know who you are. I don’t know what your name is.”

“It’s Oliver Dobbs.” He went on, quite kindly, “You have to tell me everything, because I’m a writer. A real honest-to-God published writer, with an agent and an enormous overdraft, and a compulsion for listening. Do you know, nobody listens enough. People fall over themselves trying to tell other people things, and nobody ever listens. Did you know that?”

Victoria thought of her parents. “Yes, I suppose I do.”

“You see? You suppose. You’re not sure. Nobody’s ever sure of anything. They should listen more. How old are you?”

“Eighteen.”

“I thought you were less when I saw you. You looked about fifteen standing there in the window of that crumby joint. I was about to ring the welfare and tell them that a tiny junior minor was out on the streets at night.”

The wine came, uncorked, a liter bottle dumped onto the table. He picked it up and filled their glasses. He said, “Where do you live?”

“Pendleton Mews.”

“Where’s that?”

She told him and he whistled. “How very smart. A real Knightsbridge girl. I didn’t realize they went to art college. You must be immensely rich.”

“Of course I’m not rich.”

“Then why do you live in Pendleton Mews?”

“Because it’s my mother’s house, only she’s living in Spain just now, so I use it.”

“Curiouser and curiouser. Why is Mrs. Bradshaw living in Spain?”

“She’s not Mrs. Bradshaw, she’s Mrs. Paley. My parents divorced six months ago. My mother married again, to this man called Henry Paley, and he has a house in Sotogrande because he likes playing golf all the time.” She decided to get it all over in a single burst. “And my father has gone to live with some cousin who owns a moldering estate in Southern Ireland. He’s threatening to breed polo ponies, but he’s always been a man of great ideas but little action, so I don’t suppose he will.”

“And little Victoria is left to live in London.”

“Victoria is eighteen.”

“Yes, I know, old and experienced. Do you live alone?”

“Yes.”

“Aren’t you lonely?”

“I’d rather be alone than live with people who dislike each other.”

He made a face. “Parents are hell, aren’t they? My parents are hell, too, but they’ve never done anything so definite as divorcing each other. They just molder on in darkest Dorset, and everything—their reduced circumstances, the cost of a bottle of gin, the fact that the hens aren’t laying—is blamed on either me or the government.”

Victoria said, “I like my parents. It was just that they’d stopped liking each other.”

“Have you got brothers or sisters?”

“No. Just me.”

“No one to take care of you?”

“I take very good care of myself.”

He looked disbelieving. “I shall take care of you,” he announced, magnificently.

After that evening Victoria did not see Oliver Dobbs again for two weeks, and by that time she knew that she was never going to see him again. And then it was a Friday evening, and she was so miserable that she compulsively spring-cleaned the flat, which did not need it, and then decided to wash her hair.

It was while she was kneeling by the bath with her head under the shower that she heard the bell ring. She wrapped herself up in a towel and went to open the door, and it was Oliver. Victoria was so pleased to see him that she burst into tears, and he came in and shut the door and took her in his arms, then and there, at the foot of the stairs, and dried her face with the end of the towel. After this they went upstairs, and he produced a bottle of wine out of his jacket pocket, and she found some glasses, and they sat by the gas fire and drank wine together. And when they had finished the wine, she went into her bedroom to get dressed, and to comb out her long, fair, damp tresses, and Oliver sat on the end of the bed and watched her. And then he took her out for dinner. There were no apologies, no excuses for his two weeks silence. He had been in Birmingham, he told her, and that was all. It never occurred to Victoria to ask him what he had been doing there.

And this proved to be the pattern of their relationship.
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