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For Penny, with affection





All night the rain fell on Arlington Park.

The clouds came from the west: clouds like dark cathedrals, clouds like machines, clouds like black blossoms flowering in the arid starlit sky. They came over the English countryside, sunk in its muddled sleep. They came over the low, populous hills where scatterings of lights throbbed in the darkness. At midnight they reached the city, valiantly glittering in its shallow provincial basin. Unseen, they grew like a second city overhead, thickening, expanding, throwing up their savage monuments, their towers, their monstrous, unpeopled palaces of cloud.

In Arlington Park, people were sleeping. Here and there the houses showed an orange square of light. Cars crept along the deserted roads. A cat leapt from a wall, pouring itself down into the shadows. Silently the clouds filled the sky. The wind picked up. It faintly stirred the branches of the trees, and in the dark, empty park the swings moved back and forth a little. A handful of dried leaves shuffled on the pavement. Down in the city there were still people on the streets, but in Arlington Park they were in their beds, already surrendered to tomorrow. There was no one to see the rain coming, except a couple hurrying down the silent streets on their way back from an evening out.

“I don’t like the look of that,” said the man, peering up. “That’s rain.”

The woman gave an exasperated little laugh.

“You’re the expert on everything tonight, aren’t you?” she said.

They let themselves into their house. The orange light showed for an instant in their doorway and was extinguished again.

On Arlington Rise, where the streetlamps made a tunnel of hard light and the road began its descent down into the city, the wind lifted stray pieces of litter and whirled them around. Further down, the black sky sagged over the darkened shop-fronts. An irascible gust made the signs rattle against the windows. From here the city could be seen, spread out below in the half-splendour of night. A brown haze stood above it. In its heaped centre, cranes and office blocks and the tiny floodlit spires of the cathedral stood out in the dark against the haze. Red and yellow lights moved in little repeating patterns as though they were the lights of an intricate mechanism. All around it, where the suburbs extended to the north and the east, brilliant fields of light undulated over the blackened landscape.

In the centre of the city the pubs and restaurants were closed, but people were queuing outside the nightclubs. When the rain started to fall, a few of the girls shrieked and held their handbags over their heads. The boys laughed uneasily. They hunched their shoulders and put their hands in their pockets. The drops fell from the fathomless darkness and came glittering into the orange light. They fell on the awning of the Luna nightclub and twisted in the beams of the streetlamps. They fell into the melancholy, stained fountain in the square, where men in T-shirts sat with cans of lager and hooded boys made graceful circles in the dark on their skateboards.
There were people milling in doorways, shrieking girls in stilettos, boys with sculpted hair, middle-aged men furtively carrying things in plastic bags. A woman in a tight raincoat tick-tacked hurriedly along the pavement, talking into her mobile phone. One of the men by the fountain took off his T-shirt and rubbed his startled chest in the rain while the others cheered. The traffic moved slowly through the spray. A group of men in a passing car blared their horn at the queuing girls and shouted out the windows as they went by.

The rain fell on the tortuous medieval streets and the grimy Victorian streets and on the big bombed streets where shopping centres had been built. It fell on the hospital and the old theatre and the new multiplex cinema. It fell on multistorey car parks and office blocks. It fell on fast-food restaurants and pubs with Union Jacks in the windows. It fell on newly built blocks of flats whose windows were still in their plastic wrappers and whose foundations stood in mud, and it fell on their hoardings. Along the river, commercial buildings—insurance buildings and banks—stood one after another, geometric-shaped, and the rain fell in their empty, geometric-shaped plazas. On the black river, under the bridge, swans sheltered from the dark drops amidst the floating rubbish. All along the rain-blackened High Street people were waiting at bus stops: people from desolate parts of the city, from Weston or Hartford, where the rain fell on boarded-up shops and houses and the concrete walkways of insomniac estates. They crowded into the bus shelters, a man with a giant sheaf of dreadlocks, a man with an enormous suitcase, an old lady neatly parcelled into a tweed coat, a couple in tracksuits who kissed and kissed beneath the plastic roof where the rain beat down, so that when the bus came in a great dark arc of water the old lady had to tap the boy on the shoulder and tell them to get on.

The bus went through the rain up Firley Way, which passed from the centre all the way through the suburbs to the retail park, where rain fell on featureless warehouses and superstores and tumbled down in sheets over their empty car parks. It fell on the roofs of darkened garage forecourts. It fell on car showrooms and builders’ merchants. It battered the plastic verandas where supermarket trolleys clung together in long, chattering rows. It fell on the business park, and on the shrubs adorning its desolate roundabout. It fell on the black, submissive fields from which the new places were unrepentantly carved. Over Merrywood shopping mall the rain fell hard on the giant neo-classical roof, so that water streamed down its indifferent façade.

 


 


On Arlington Rise the rain was running downhill in the gutters. Below, a kind of vapour hung over the city, muffling the red and yellow lights. The sounds of car horns and a siren rose up the hill from the glittering, steaming heap of the city.

A little further up, around a bend in the road, the vista disappeared. The darkness deepened. The buildings grew more graceful and the pavements more orderly. As the road ascended to Arlington Park the big, brash shops down below were succeeded by florists and antique shops: the off-licences became wine merchants, the fast-food chains became bistros. To either side tree-lined roads began to appear. In the rain these roads had the resilient atmosphere of ancient places. Their large houses stood impassively in the dark, set back amidst their dripping trees. Between them, a last, panoramic glimpse of the city could be seen below: of its eternal red and yellow lights, its pulsing mechanism, its streets always crawling with indiscriminate life. It was a startling view, though not a reassuring one. It was too mercilessly dramatic: with its unrelenting
activity it lacked the sense of intermission, the proper stops and pauses of time. The story of life required its stops and its pauses, its days and nights. It didn’t make sense otherwise. But to look at that view you’d think that a human life was meaningless. You’d think that a day meant nothing at all.

The rain fell on Arlington Park, fell on its empty avenues and its well-pruned hedges, on its schools and its churches, on its trees and its gardens. It fell on its Victorian terraces with their darkened windows, on its rows of bay-fronted houses, on its Georgian properties behind their gates, on its maze of tidy streets where the little two-storey houses were painted pretty colours. It fell joyously over the dark, deserted sward of the park, over its neat paths and bushes. It beat down, washing the pavements, sluicing along the drains, drumming on the bonnets of the parked cars. All night it fell, until with a new intensity, just before dawn, it emptied a roaring cascade of water over the houses so that the rain was flung against the darkened windows.

In their sleep they heard it, people lying in their beds: the thunderous noise of the water. It penetrated their dreams, a sound like the sound of uproarious applause. It was as if a great audience were applauding. Louder and louder it grew, this strange, unsettling sound. It filled the night: it rattled the windows and made people turn beneath their covers and children cry in their sleep. It made them feel somehow observed, as if a dark audience had assembled outside and were looking in through the windows, clapping their hands.





Juliet Randall parted her hair before the mirror and there it was: a thing like a cockroach, three inches long and two across, embedded in her scalp, waving its legs triumphantly. She showed it to her husband. Look, she said, look! She bent her head forward, still holding aside her hair. Benedict looked. Oh, how it itched! How revolting it was, how unbearably revolting! Was there no way of getting it out? Her husband didn’t seem to think so. He was evidently glad the thing hadn’t decided to make its nest in his hair. Do something! Juliet shrieked, or tried to, but it was one of those dreams where you tried to say something and then suddenly found you couldn’t. She struggled in the shroud of sleep. Then, with a great effort, she tore it from her and opened her eyes.

What a horrible dream—horrible! Juliet clutched her head and frantically searched her hair. The cockroach both was and wasn’t there. She was full of its presence and yet she couldn’t touch it; she could only feel it, the hideous stirring of its legs, the crawling feeling of infestation. Oh, the way it had greedily moved its legs! And the terrible knowledge that there was no way of getting it out, that she would have to endure it for ever! The daylight began to break down that knowledge a little.
She felt a measure of relief, and then another. But the thing, the insect, was still real to her, more real than the unharmed patch of scalp her fingers went over and over. Where had it gone? What was it, to remain so real to her? It almost infuriated her in its non-existence: it was maddening, almost, to be tormented by something that wasn’t there.

It wasn’t there! She acknowledged that it wasn’t. Steadily the sense of it diminished. All she could think of now was that Benedict hadn’t helped her. He had pitied her, but he had accepted her fate. He had accepted her future, as the host of a giant cockroach. He was glad it hadn’t happened to him. She looked into the deep innards of the dream and searched them again for their information. The moment she had parted her hair and showed him: that was when she realised. She had realised the true significance of a fact that was well known to her. She knew it, and yet it seemed that only in that moment did she finally understand its significance. Only then did she see what it meant, that she and Benedict were separate.

The house was silent, except for the steady sound of rain at the window and the submerged roar of the traffic on Arlington Rise. It was early, yet already the streets were awake, subversively going about their business in the dawn. What were people up to at this hour? What illicit advantage were they pursuing in their cars, going to and fro along Arlington Rise? The room stood muffled in tentative, crêpey light. Juliet scratched the place where the cockroach had been. Benedict was asleep. She drew away from the lump of him, moving further to the other side of the bed. Upstairs, above their heads, the children were still silent in their room. She listened to the sound of the rain. During the night—earlier, before the cockroach—she had woken and heard the thunderous water in the dark. It had made a sound like the sound of applause. She didn’t know why, but it had made her afraid: she had felt a
fear of something it was too late to prevent, something that had already occurred. It was as if she could have gone and stood at the window and seen it standing there in the garden in the rainy dark, completed.

The indistinct light proceeded with its modest inventory of their room. There was the brown wardrobe and the inelegant chest of drawers; there was the ladder-backed chair with two rungs missing, the framed map of Venice, the chipped gilt mirror with its opaque oval of glass, all having survived the darkness unaltered. At the window the sagging curtains began to show their ancient folds and formations. Beside her, on the floor, her clothes lay in a heap: she had stepped out of them where she stood the night before. They had got back late and she had shed them, uncaring, and got straight into bed.

What an evening they’d had! It was the sort of evening that left a bitter taste in the mouth, that sat on your chest in the morning with its feeling of shame. It was an evening, in a sense, to which the cockroach had been the conclusion—the cockroach and the realisation that she and Benedict were not joined but separate. She couldn’t even summon up a clear sense of outrage about it: she had drunk too much, and the feeling of shame sat on her chest. The bitterness lay in her veins like lead. Apparently, she had been slightly obnoxious. Benedict had told her so on the walk home. She, Juliet, aged thirty-six, mother of two, a teacher at Arlington Park High School for Girls—a person regarded in her youth as somewhat exceptional, a scholarship student and at one time Head Girl—had been slightly obnoxious to their hosts, the Milfords: Matthew Milford, the vilely wealthy owner of an office supplies company in Cheltenham, and his horse-faced, attenuated, raddled wife, Louisa.

She thought of their house, into whose kitchen alone the whole of the Randalls’ shoddy establishment in Guthrie Road
would comfortably have fitted. What had they done to deserve such a house? Where was the justice in that? She recalled that Matthew Milford had spoken harshly to her. The lord of the manor had spoken harshly from amidst his spoils, from his unjust throne, to Juliet, his guest. And Benedict called her obnoxious!

What was it he’d said? What was it Matthew had said, sitting there at the table like a lord, a bull, a red, angry bull blowing air through his nostrils? You want to be careful. He’d told her she wanted to be careful. His head was so bald the candlelight had made it shine like a shield. You want to be careful, he’d said, with the emphasis on you. He had spoken to Juliet not as if he’d invited her to his house but as if he’d employed her to be there. It was as if he’d employed her as a guest and was giving her a caution. That was how a man like that made you feel: as if your right to exist derived from his authority. He looked at her, a woman of thirty-six with a job and a house and a husband and two children of her own, and he decided whether or not she should be allowed to exist.

Beside her Benedict sat up.

“Right,” he said, ruffling his thin, downy hair with his fingers.

Today it annoyed her, the way Benedict came to life in the mornings: as though life were a river he had rested beside, before climbing back into his one-man canoe and paddling off upstream. Benedict had not defended her from that man Matthew Milford, any more than he had removed the cockroach from her scalp.

“You were on the sauce last night,” he observed.

He got out of bed and went to the window. Juliet still lay there with her head on the pillow and her hair spread around her in a fan.

“We all were,” she said.

“Not me.”

“Everyone except you, then.”

Benedict was naked. In clothes he looked very slightly effeminate, but naked he did not. His freckled chest had a burly, bunched-up look. Benedict’s nakedness had an extrovert quality, like that of people in nudist colonies.

“Incredible house,” he said, parting the folds of the curtain a little with one finger and then letting them fall back again.

“Ridiculous,” Juliet said.

“Ye-es, I suppose it was, in a way.”

“It was,” Juliet asseverated. “How can people who are so idiotic be so successful?”

“I thought you thought it was ridiculous.”

“It was! All those hunting prints—and the antlers in the loo! Who do they think they are—the aristocracy? All he does is sell photocopiers to secretaries in offices!”

Benedict tutted.

“It’s true,” Juliet said bitterly. She was determined to exonerate herself. “I hate the way men like that think they’re important. They expect you to defer to them, just because they run a business! What’s so important about a business? It’s just selling things for your own personal profit. It’s just greed, dressed up as usefulness.”

Benedict withdrew to the bathroom. Juliet lay and listened to the rain, and the muffled sound of the traffic going through it.

“Who is he to go around telling people to be careful?” she called. “He should be careful himself. People might decide to stop using photocopiers. I hope they do decide to stop using them,” she added, though there was no reply.

She scratched the place where the cockroach had been.

“How dared he!” she resumed when Benedict returned.

“Who?”

“Matthew Milford, last night. Women your age can start to sound strident,” she mimicked. “Who does he think he is?”

“I don’t suppose he meant any harm,” Benedict said vaguely. “It was probably nothing to do with you.”

“That wasn’t what you said last night.”

“Wasn’t it?”

“You said it was my fault. You said I’d been obnoxious.”

She saw he had forgotten that he’d even said it. In fact, he wasn’t really attending to her at all. He was thinking about the coming day. He was thinking about school, where his ravenous classes awaited him. Last year his classes had attained exam results unheard of in the annals of the comprehensive’s grim history. It had made the front page of the Arlington Gazette, the miracle of Benedict’s results. Boys with knives and shaved heads, boys who were more than slightly obnoxious, boys with drug problems and drink problems, commended for their essays on Shakespeare’s late plays! It was extraordinary. Juliet’s classes got results that were entirely in line with the high school’s reputation. But at Benedict’s school the boys were searched for weapons before they were allowed on the premises. Benedict’s results were extraordinary.

Juliet never thought about school until the moment she walked through its wrought-iron gates. It was Benedict who thought, in order to be extraordinary. He ran off their joint life as if it were a generator fuelled by Juliet, and then he separated himself and thought.

He unhooked his dressing gown from the back of the door, put it on, and with a rueful expression returned to the bathroom.

“Bloody photocopiers!” she exclaimed to the empty room.

She lay and looked at the ceiling. She could hear movements from the children’s room above her head. In a minute she would have to get up and deal with them. Benedict wouldn’t go. It was Juliet who did everything. Everything! She would put them in their uniforms and take them out into the rain. Then she recalled that it was Friday, the last Friday of the month, the day Benedict collected the children from school.

 


 


Juliet and Benedict did not know the Milfords well. Louisa Milford always seemed very fractured and busy and distrait, as though she had some difficult secret, some difficult burden at home she was unable to tell you about. It might have been her husband, it was hard to tell: he ran his own business and was hardly ever seen. They lived in one of the Georgian houses on the park, in Parry’s Place to be exact, which Juliet was told—she liked to pretend not to know that sort of thing—was the most expensive address in Arlington Park.

Though they did not know them well, Louisa’s invitation—“supper in the kitchen at Parry’s Place, just us, totally informal”—did imply knowledge of a kind: Louisa’s knowledge of the Randalls as a level at which an invitation could be pitched. Juliet and Benedict walked, and once across the park began to pass grand houses, standing behind Bath-stone walls and closed gates. By night they had the monolithic appearance of temples, rearing up from the shadowy mass of grass and trees, their façades fabulous with a particular kind of amber light. It was strange, to be amidst this little aristocracy of houses. In Guthrie Road, as elsewhere in Arlington Park, the solid, bourgeois, profitable ordinariness of life was generally ascendant. But here things existed at a pitch of striking ostentation. It was hard to know exactly what it signified. Juliet felt
at one minute that she and Benedict might be eaten, or enslaved; and at the next that some form of reward awaited them. It was exciting, in a way.

But then, glimpsing the armoured forms of the big, expensive cars crouched among the shadows in driveways all along the park, she had a sort of oceanic sense of malevolence, of a great, diffuse evil silently undulating all around them in the darkness. In the Milfords’ own driveway an enormous glittering Mercedes crouched on the gravel on giant, ogreish tyres. Its tinted windows seemed to cast on everything their shuttered, annihilating gaze. Juliet had felt a force of pure aggression emanating from its metal surfaces. It was the car of an assassin, a killer. Louisa Milford opened the panelled front door and looked at the Randalls rather blankly. Was she a killer? Juliet wasn’t sure.

“Did you walk?” exclaimed Louisa. “You are marvellous.”

The hall was full of amber light. There was a smell of flowers, and of cooking, and of wax polish, and Juliet was overpowered by a new realisation, the realisation that life was meant to be wonderful. She felt she had known this at some point before, but had inexplicably forgotten it. Benedict handed over the bottle of supermarket wine and Bendick’s mints, which his sense of irony permitted him on such occasions.

“Oh, you are marvellous!” said Louisa, examining her booty and then smiling at them with her head on one side, as though they had just made a donation to some charitable cause she was supporting.

People like the Milfords invariably thought the Randalls, both teachers, were marvellous. (“I really think you two and the work you do are just marvellous.”) Of course, it was Benedict they meant. They would never have dreamt of sending their own children to Hartford View Comprehensive, famed
centre of violence and anomie; but it was thrilling to have contact, however indirect, with those whose misfortune it was to do so. Juliet’s afternoons at Arlington Park High School for Girls gained a referred lustre of significance from Benedict: the denizens of the temples on the park found it a satisfying evening’s entertainment, this little drama of male force and female sensibility. Also, people of the Milfords’ sort preferred to think of the Randalls as non-materialistic, a condition they seemed to regard as being in some way irresponsible, as though materialism were an aged parent they liked to rail about while believing themselves bound to it by chains of honour and duty.

The four of them sat in a kitchen like a ballroom, around a heavy, square dining table with carved feet. When Louisa Milford smiled she disclosed a sinister jumble of grey teeth like a bouquet of tombstones. Her daughters went to the High School: it was on their account that she thought Juliet was marvellous, and might cease to think it. Her husband, Matthew, was a big red man, as plump and sleek as a seal, whose teeth were white and prominent and even; he kept them continually a little bared as though to refute his wife’s inferior set. He had folds of pink skin at the back of his neck. He was like a big sleek seal sitting barking on its rock, or so Juliet thought. He and Benedict talked, and Louisa and Juliet fed on the scraps of the men’s conversation that fell to them. Benedict sat twisted around in his chair: the more Matthew spoke, the more contorted Benedict’s posture became. It was a sign, recognisable only to Juliet, that he disagreed with Matthew; or rather, that he was listening to him with studied detachment, which was as close as Benedict generally cared to come to conflict. Louisa repeatedly sat down and got up again from the table, moving around the vast kitchen in bemusement, like a woman whose servants have been given their first
evening off. She was attentive to the candles, and kept lighting new ones, placing them fancifully all around the room as though she could never tire of this trick of making light. Matthew brought out bottle after bottle of wine. Each time he carefully wrapped a white napkin around the neck with his thick fingers before he poured.

Juliet drank, with a prodigiousness that at first seemed like a response to the prodigiousness of her setting, a need to equalise herself with it. It all seemed to invite her to cast herself off into a sea of wine. But as she drank, the evening grew tarnished. Life did not seem to be meant to be as wonderful as it had done earlier. Wherever she looked she saw the sheen coming off it.

Louisa kept saying, “I do think Matthew’s got a point.”

Matthew talked on and on. He talked about politics and taxes and the people who got in his way. He talked about people who were lazy and people who were dishonest. He talked about women. Every time he employed a woman, he said, he spent a year training her and sending her on courses and getting her up to scratch, and then she promptly got pregnant and went off on maternity leave. Well, he wasn’t going to employ women any more. Flatly refused to. Didn’t care if it wasn’t politically correct. Wasn’t going to do it.

“I do think Matthew’s got a point,” Louisa said to Juliet.

“You ask your boss,” Matthew said to Benedict. “He’ll tell you the same thing. It’s the same story everywhere. And don’t start saying that a school isn’t like a business. A school is exactly like a business. You don’t need to tell me that yours is different. They’re all the same in one respect. What they’re interested in are results.”

The headteacher of Hartford View was a woman. Last year, encountering him in a crowded school corridor after Benedict’s exam results had come in, she had apparently gone
down on her knees in front of him, in full view of the passing pupils and teachers.

“They’re certainly interested in them,” Benedict said. “They just can’t get them.”

“Well, I’ll tell you why they can’t—half the staff will be on long-term maternity leave!” Matthew said, looking virtually ecstatic.

“Tell them about Sonia,” Louisa urged him.

Matthew nodded and raised a hand to stay her.

“I had a girl phone in the other day,” he said. “Mr. Milford , she says, Mr. Milford.” He put on a silly, high-pitched voice as the girl. “Mr. Milford, I’m afraid I can’t come back when I said I would. Why not, I say. Well, Mr. Milford, the thing is, my baby needs me.” He paused, and pantomimed bemusement. “I need you, I say. But it’s not the same, she says. It’s not the same thing, Mr. Milford. All I’m asking for is a little more time, she says. Darling, I say, how much time do you think you’ll need? Will eighteen years be enough? See him off to university? On second thought, send him here when you’ve finished and I’ll give him a job!”

Matthew laughed loudly.

“But did you let her have more time?” Juliet asked shakily.

Adrift on a sea of wine, she had not prepared herself for the unexpected necessity of setting herself apart from him. She had let the wine carry her away, and then she found she was not prepared, for the coldness of life.

“Of course I didn’t. I’m not running a bloody NCT group. I told her she could come back when her three months were up or not come back at all. No hard feelings, I said. As far as I was concerned she could spend the rest of her life folding nappies if that was what she wanted to do with that fluff between her ears. As I say, no hard feelings.”

“People don’t fold nappies any more, darling,” said
Louisa. “They buy them from the supermarket.” She winked at Juliet. “That tells you how many he’s changed.”

“She could stay at home playing happy families,” resumed Matthew. “Or she could come back and work for me on the day and time we agreed. End of story.”

“That’s illegal,” said Juliet.

There was a silence. Matthew stared down at his own powerful arms, folded across his chest. A dark red colour rose into his neck and face.

“I don’t think you can really say it’s actually illegal, Juliet,” said Louisa.

“I can. That’s exactly what it is.”

“But you can’t blame Matthew!”

Louisa looked around at them all with an air of gracious incredulity.

“Look, sweetie,” Matthew presently said to Juliet. “I’m not saying I don’t value all the wonderful work you women do. It’s a big job, running a family. It’s hard work. I know because it’s all Lou ever talks about, how hard it is managing the kids and the house and how tired she gets all the time. I’m the last person to say it’s an easy job, making a home and raising the next generation. What I do say is that sometimes you don’t think about how it’s all going to get paid for. I pay for the house, the cars, the school fees, the au pair, the cleaner, the holidays, the gym membership, Lou’s wardrobe”—he counted it with his thick fingers in front of Juliet’s face, as though she ought to be grateful—“and most of the time I’m not even here. So when the girl phones in and says she wants to spend more time with baby, and she wants me to pay for that too, I’m going to tell her where to get off.”

“You have to admit he’s got a point,” said Louisa, while Matthew took a long, bellicose swallow from his wineglass.

“She could take you to court,” said Juliet.

He lifted his head a little with predatory alertness.

“She won’t,” he said steadily.

“Well, she should.”

And that was when he said it.

“You want to be careful,” he said. She saw how close she was to his hatred: it was like a nerve she was within a millimetre of touching. “You want to take care. You can start to sound strident at your age.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and looked at Juliet as though she were naked. “The problem with women like you is that you don’t know how to play to your strengths.”

It was now that she felt herself to be drunk; now that her aversion to him wanted to be born in all its intensity but could not be, tied up as it was in imprecision, in paralysing layers of numbness. Benedict was staring at the tip of his shoe, where it nearly touched the white damask hem of the tablecloth. Juliet watched as he moved it carefully until it touched the hem and then moved it away again.

“Actually, Juliet’s got a fine pair of strengths,” he said, craning his neck a little to see his shoe.

There was a silence, and then Matthew laughed explosively.

“A fine pair!” he shouted, rocking back in his chair and laughing deliriously at the ceiling.

Juliet was astonished. Never, in all the time she’d known him, had Benedict said such a thing. Louisa gave a little reproving, shrieking laugh of her own. Matthew flung his arm across the table and grasped Juliet’s hand.

“A bloody fine pair.” He laughed, squeezing her fingers, his eyes fixed on Benedict.

All men are murderers, Juliet thought. All of them. They murder women. They take a woman, and little by little they murder her.

 


 



Now Juliet lay still and looked at the map of Venice that hung in a frame on the wall opposite their bed. She looked at the intestinal canals all held against each other in a knot. Now, just as the stone walls of Venice endured the dark water that lay between them, and the water endured its confinement in the twisting walls that held it there, and as their eternal involvement was something that had a name, a being, a kind of beauty, so Juliet could endure the coming day.

And it was Friday, the last Friday of the month! Juliet taught English part-time at Arlington Park High, and in the normal course of things her last lesson concluded at half past three. At the same time, half a mile away at Arlington Primary, the white-faced teachers were opening the doors, releasing great waves of used air while the children—Katherine and Barnaby amongst them—crushed in the doorway in their coats. Over near the park, at the sound of the bell, Juliet would run. She would leave her fair-haired, faintly astonished class and run down the waxed corridors, run out into the grounds where well-dressed women stood in groups, run through the gates and into the street. She would run along the pavements clutching her bag of exercise books. Seven or eight minutes later she would arrive, breathless, sweat cascading down her sides. Katherine and Barnaby weren’t always the last. There was usually at least one other child there, following the teacher around. Juliet didn’t hit the bottom, quite: there was always one child resignedly helping put things away, like a ward of the state, apparently without hope of ever being collected.

But still, it required her to run.

On the last Friday of every month, however, Juliet took the school Literary Club. These Fridays were like a dividend
from which she eked out a whole secretive life. She was a giant organism depending for its life on the single capillary that issued from her Friday afternoons. The Literary Club was open to the whole senior school, and was quite popular. It commenced at four o’clock and lasted an hour. On those days, Juliet did not run. Benedict collected the children. They had to get a supply teacher in to cover for him, because Benedict’s school was down in the city and it took him an hour to get back to Arlington Park. Normally, what with one thing and another, he was never home before six. Juliet, convening the Literary Club on the last Friday of the month, would think of that supply teacher. She felt that he—she always saw him as a man—and she were linked in some strange way. Together they made a little mechanism, of the sort that might be used to bypass an organ. It was a complicated arrangement that ensured the continuance of life. While the supply teacher taught, Juliet chugged into a siding of time and Benedict collected the children from school.

All through that leaden hour, the hour when children were released from school and manacled themselves once more to one’s breathless form, she sat and discussed literature with fourteen or so privileged girls of assorted ages. Or at least, she gave the appearance of discussing it: there was always something else that crept in, an element of display, almost of exhibitionism. It was as if, in this atmosphere that was at once less formal and more rarefied than the classroom, she displayed herself to them in all her textured humanity. Look at me, she said, a woman, a woman journeying, manacled, to the shrine of art. She presented herself to them as an artefact of human drama, a sculpted piece of life, almost as an artwork herself. In the classroom, teaching one form after another by rote, it was not generally possible to appear to them thus: she was an oddity, an adult in the child’s world of school. They
saw her, even the sixth-formers, as an isolated figure, a sort of lone pillar in their midst who for one reason or another had elected to support the roof above their heads. They could not imagine her married, or as the mother of children; and to impute humanity to her—lust or sinfulness or plain subjectivity—was, she knew, a kind of joke. She knew because she had felt the same way about her own teachers, that they were like strange little gods in their benevolence and fury, their fixity. They weren’t human at all: rather, they were like carved figures that symbolised human attributes.

At the Literary Club, however, for an hour, Juliet took a human form. She displayed herself to fourteen girls, aged thirteen upwards, who had gathered in their own time to discuss matters of a higher order. She showed herself to them, half warning, half enigma. You will never understand me, she seemed to say; and at the same time: This is what one day you might become.

She rose from the bed and went out onto the landing. Benedict was emerging from the bathroom in a voluminous, smock-like shirt.

“Are you going to London today?” she said.

He looked at her as if she were mad. “To London?” he said.

Murderer, she thought.

“It’s just for some reason I remembered you saying you were going to London. For a conference or something. And it’s Literary Club today.”

“I’m here today,” he said. “Why, were you hoping to have me out of the way so you could have your lover round to breakfast?”

She turned to the window that gave a view out to the side of the house. There was Guthrie Road in the rain, at the junction with Arlington Rise. A delta of brown water obscured a
whole section of pavement at the corner. A woman stood by it holding an umbrella, hesitating. Just then a car passed and unearthed a great root of brown water from the puddle, which toppled and crashed at her feet. Going the other way, into town, the cars stood end to end, not moving. Clouds of vapour rose from their exhausts. Their lights glowed through the grey atmosphere with a sort of diabolical suggestion. The spinsterly rows of Victorian houses looked puny, dreary, next to the rows of expensive, obstructed cars.

“Funny kind of lover you’d have round for breakfast,” she said.

Arlington Park in the rain: a maze of grey, orderly streets with cars passing through them like private thoughts. This was what it boiled down to, all of history: a place of purely material being, traversed by private thoughts. She had never expected to find herself here, where women drank coffee all day and pushed prams around the grey, orderly streets, and men went to work, went there and never came back, like there was a war on. She had thought she would be in a university department somewhere, or on the staff of a national newspaper. Other people had thought so too. At school she was the exceptional one. She was the one everybody talked about. She came top in all her subjects; she got a scholarship to university. They even made her Head Girl. It was funny, in a way, that she had ended up as a teacher, back at school. It made it seem as though school was her natural habitat. It made it seem that she wasn’t bright or gifted or exceptional at all. She was merely good at going to school.

On her last day in the sixth form her English teacher, Mrs. Mountford, had hugged her with tears glittering in her hard, unhappy little eyes and said, “Well, I expect I’ll be hearing about you.” Juliet should write her a letter. Dear Mrs. Mountford, just to let you know that I found another school
that was kind enough to take me in. Dear Mrs. Mountford, just to let you know what I did with all that education you gave me. I found some other girls and gave it to them. That was good, wasn’t it, Mrs. Mountford? Dear Mrs. Mountford, you may have been wondering why you haven’t heard from me in all these years. The thing is, I was murdered, Mrs. Mountford. My husband, Benedict, murdered me. He was very gentle about it; it didn’t really hurt at all. In fact, I hardly knew it was happening. But I’m all right now, Mrs. Mountford. You’ll be glad to hear that I’m being careful.

Behind her, Benedict touched her hair. She shrank from the feeling of his hand. She turned around so that he couldn’t touch her any more and his hand was left suspended in midair. There was his face, smooth and red-cheeked like a baby’s face, with his little knowing eyes in the middle of it. In his smock, with his red cheeks and his eyes that were like the twinkling eyes of an old man, he looked like an illustration from a fairy tale. He looked like a woodcutter, or a shoemaker. She did not want to be touched by a shoemaker from a fairy tale. She was prepared to acknowledge his magical qualities, but she didn’t want him touching her.

“It’s so long,” he said.

She realised he meant her hair. It was nearly down to her waist. Since childhood she’d had long hair. Year in and year out she’d kept it, though it had vexed her mother. It was unpractical, her mother said. In those days, Juliet had had no intention of being practical. She had defended her hair against her mother’s punitive, twice-yearly appointments with the hairdresser. She would sit in the chair and cry, so that the woman didn’t have the heart to take off more than an inch. It’s just a form of attention-seeking, her mother would tell the hairdresser: she seemed to be referring to the tears, but really, Juliet knew, she was talking about the hair itself. It’s not
like it’s particularly special hair, her mother used to say. It’s one thing having long hair if it’s an unusual colour. But yours is mouse. It looks strange, having all that mouse-coloured hair. I like it! Juliet would shout. It wasn’t so much that she liked it, more that she regarded it as a kind of symbol, a sign: it was the outward growth of the inner conviction she held about herself, that she was exceptional.

Benedict had loved her hair. He had loved it so much that he had climbed all the way up it, like the man in the fairy tale. He had climbed up it to the top of the tower, to Juliet’s place, and somehow he had made it more his place than hers.

“Don’t forget we’re going out tonight,” she said, ducking her head away from his hand, which was still hovering near her face as though looking for somewhere to put itself.

Benedict looked displeased.

“Are we? Again?”

“We’re having dinner with the Lanhams.”

He frowned. He didn’t know any Lanhams. How could he be expected to know about Lanhams when another day awaited him at Hartford View, where giant sixth-formers threw tables across the classrooms and people got down on their knees before Benedict in the corridors?

“Christine Lanham,” Juliet said. “She was at school with me. I told you, I met her in the street.”

She had met Christine Lanham on her way back from the supermarket. Juliet was carrying her shopping in plastic bags. She had Katherine and Barnaby with her, and she was carrying her shopping because Benedict took the car to work. How are you, Christine said, amazed. She hadn’t known Juliet lived in Arlington Park. Had she just arrived? Juliet said she’d been here for nearly four years and Christine was amazed again. In fact, she was more than amazed, Juliet saw: she was disappointed. I don’t know why, Christine said, but I always
thought of you in London. Isn’t that funny? Juliet didn’t think it was particularly funny. Actually, it was one of the least funny things she’d ever heard. She wanted to say that personally she hadn’t thought of Christine at all, not once in all these years, and that if she had ever thought of her for even one second she’d have seen her right here where she was, in Arlington Park. She hardly knew Christine, but still, she would not have been mistaken, because she, Juliet, remained in some sense exceptional. So how are you, Christine said, opening her eyes very wide, wide enough to accommodate the shopping, the two children, Juliet’s clothes that were the clothes of someone who no longer cared. How are you, Christine said, and Juliet nearly replied, Actually, I’m dead. I was murdered a few years ago, nearly four years ago to be exact.

“Oh yes,” Benedict said now, nodding, with the vague look of a person encouraging her to go on so that he could think about something else.

“Christine Lanham and her husband, Joe,” Juliet said. She emphasised Joe. Benedict had the unnerving habit of confidently addressing people by names that did not belong to them.

“Joe,” he said. “Right you are.”

Benedict’s hand hovered and then with an awkward movement laid itself once more on her hair. He looked at her halfbeseechingly out of his little eyes. Where on earth had he got that smock? How did he get away with it, facing down the giant sixth-formers in that smock?

“I’ve got to get the children to school,” she said.

He twined his fingers in the mouse-coloured tresses. He wasn’t even thinking about it, she realised. He had forgotten why his hand was there in her hair. He just wound it absently round and round his fingers, forgetting what he had felt only
a minute earlier. He had felt that she was remote from him. She knew it: he had caught sight of her there on the landing and remembered that she kept herself far away from him. It was like when Juliet sometimes stood in front of the television with the remote control, switching channels to find something for the children to watch, and a fragment of news would come on the screen. She would see a war or an earthquake, the faces of people in pain or people holding guns, see regions of dust and mountains far away. She would see it, a few instants of turmoil on the other side of the world, and then she would switch over.

Upstairs there was the sound of feet running to and fro and a door slamming.

“Get dressed, you two!” she bawled, so loudly that Benedict, whose face was six inches from her own, was forced to take a step back and let go of her hair.

What she’d actually said to Christine Lanham was: We came here for my husband’s job. She’d explained it to her, every detail. She’d said, My husband likes to move around every few years, you see. He’s a teacher, she’d said. He specialises in failing schools. He sounds fascinating, Christine had said, so that a bitter feeling of pride had risen into Juliet’s mouth. Well, she’d said, laughing, I suppose he is. As I say, he likes to move around and find new challenges. So I—She’d tossed back her mouse-coloured hair and moved her shopping to the other hand. She’d acted as if it was no concern of hers what she did. So I usually just find work locally, she’d said.

 


 


She was in her room getting dressed when Katherine came in. Katherine was in her school uniform, though she’d done up the buttons wrongly over her tubby chest. Only five years old and she got herself dressed when she was told to. What a good girl she was, sensible and good.

“Where’s Barnaby?” Juliet said.

“He’s upstairs,” Katherine informed her. “Barnaby’s being stupid. He says he won’t get dressed.”

“Does he?”

Katherine was good, but Barnaby would win. Katherine would toil and try, but in the end he would defeat her.

“And he’s taken all the things off his bed,” Katherine said. “I told him not to, but he did. I told him you said not to. He’s taken all the sheets off and everything. He made a mountain with it.”

“Damn him,” said Juliet.

She brushed her hair in front of the mirror. Behind her Katherine sat down on the edge of the bed. Juliet could see her in the glass. In her navy-blue uniform she made a sort of dark ellipsis in the pale covers. It was strange, that she had created these uniformed beings. The uniforms were like another exam certificate: they seemed to certify the private, tangled strain of her achievement. It had grieved her at first, to clothe Katherine’s unfinished little body in uniform. She had felt that she wanted to keep Katherine for herself.

“Mummy,” Katherine said.

Juliet gathered her hair at her shoulder and brushed the ends until they were straight.

“What?”

“At school they taught us a song.”

“Did they?”

“They taught us a funny song. Shall I tell you how it goes?”

“All right.”

Katherine sang it in a clear little voice:




Mr. Clickety-Cane 
He plays a silly game. 
And all the children in the street

They like to do the same. 
Wash your face with orange juice! 
Wash your face with orange juice!




“Mummy—it says wash your face with orange juice!”

She rolled around in the covers with mirth.

Juliet had wanted to keep Katherine for herself, but instead she’d had to surrender her, as though called upon to make a sacrifice to her own implacable gods. It was hard, harder than she’d expected it to be, to take the vigorous, joyful, wild body of Katherine and clothe it in a school uniform. Until that moment the possibilities for Katherine had seemed endless. Katherine’s femaleness had seemed like a joyful, a beautiful thing. It had seemed invincible, even in its halfformed fragility. She had not realised what she was. She had only delighted in it, in her female being. Now, though, she was different. She knew she was a girl. She returned from school full of a kind of programmatic agony. Her soul was in training. They had told her what she was, and now she knew. She didn’t play with the boys in the playground, she told Juliet. Juliet asked why not, and Katherine shrugged. None of the girls do, she said.

“Let’s go and find Barnaby, shall we?” said Juliet, holding out her hand.

Immediately Katherine jumped off the bed and came to her. Now, when Juliet spoke, Katherine answered. She heard in her mother’s voice the call of her sex and she replied with her answering femaleness.

It had to be admitted that Juliet didn’t know what she’d have done with Katherine, had she been allowed to keep her. She only wanted to protect her, that was all. As she had made Katherine with her body, so she could only think of her in terms of a physical expense. She wanted to protect her. She
wanted to throw herself in her path. She wanted to shield her, from the bullet of an ordinary life.

 


 


Upstairs, Barnaby was standing on his mountain, naked, with his dressing-gown cord tied around his head.

“Time to get dressed,” Juliet said. “Time for school now.”

Barnaby did not seem to hear her. He was holding a little horse in his hand, brown, plastic, tanalised in mid-gallop with its mane and tail rippling out behind. He was making it canter. Up and down it went in his hand.

“Barnaby, did you hear me?”

Up and down went the horse, oblivious to all but the gods of carefree cantering, so preferable to those of Juliet’s ugly, autocratic regime. She began to pick things up off the floor. She worked closer and closer to him, and when she got close enough she grabbed his bare arm and yanked him off the mountain.

“Get dressed,” she said.

“I was playing,” he protested.

“I don’t care what you were doing. Get dressed.”

She gathered up all the bedclothes and hurled them onto the bed. Oh, how differently she felt when it came to Barnaby! How punitively she yearned to have him in uniform, to have him straitjacketed! When he played, as he was playing just now with the little horse, it felt as if he were stealing something from her. She started to make his bed.

“In this house, Barnaby,” she said, “we don’t have servants.”

“We do,” he said. “You’re our servant.”

Tightly she strapped the sheets beneath the mattress. Tightly she tucked the covers round.

“You’re stupid, Barnaby!” Katherine cried.

Juliet shook the pillow until it made a sort of blur before her eyes. Then she flung it into place with everything else.

“You can tidy up the rest,” she told him.

He looked at her with round blue eyes.

“I can’t,” he said. “I’ve got to go to school.”

It was what Benedict said, at least a dozen times each week.

“I’ll ring the school,” she said. “I’ll ring them and tell them why you’re late.”

His eyes grew a little rounder. Would she? Would she really? She could see him wondering. The problem was that the next time he would wonder a little less.

“I’ll ring and talk to Mr. Masters about it.”

Mr. Masters was the headteacher. She imagined talking to him about the state of Barnaby’s room. It would have a certain finality, that conversation. It would be in a sense the last, the final conversation. Where would you go, after a conversation like that? What would you have to live for?

“No, you won’t,” said Barnaby. He appeared to have decided. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“Wouldn’t I? He’s not my headteacher, you know. He’s just another adult, like me.”

“He’s more important than you,” Barnaby said.

“Perhaps he is,” said Juliet.

“You’re stupid, Barnaby!” Katherine shouted.

“Perhaps he is more important. And that’s why,” she continued, making her way to the door, “you’re going to have to explain to him that you couldn’t come to school because you wouldn’t put your uniform on.”

Outside the room she stood for a minute with Katherine and listened. There was silence, and then the sound of drawers being opened.

“He’s doing it,” Katherine said to her mother, half satisfied
and half, Juliet felt, afraid. She wore a little look of discomfort. She seemed to be digesting the politics of the situation. She seemed to be chewing on their tough, inedible fibres and extracting the bitter juices.

When they came downstairs they found Benedict in the hall, putting things into a cardboard box. He put in some books, and his portable CD player, and a handful of discs in their cases. Outside, the rain fell. A cliff of shadow seemed to lean over Benedict where he stood at the bottom of the stairs.

“Purcell today, I think,” he said, flinging another disc into the box.

Benedict took his things to school in a box every day. He wouldn’t leave them there in case they got stolen. He liked to play music during his lessons. He liked to bathe the giant sixth-formers in the sound of the early English composers. He felt it enhanced their understanding of the period.

“Hello!” he said to Katherine—rather, Juliet felt, as though he hadn’t specifically met her before. In his shoemaker’s smock he was a red-cheeked man who loved children generally, and was pleased to see another one coming down the stairs.

“Daddy,” she said, “Barnaby’s being stupid.”

“Is he?” Benedict filleted out a disc and put it to one side. “Well, boys are a bit stupid, don’t you think?”

“He said he wouldn’t get dressed. He said Mummy was his servant. Mummy said she was going to tell Mr. Masters.”

“Did she now?” Benedict gave a bark of laughter. “Did she really?”

“Yes,” said Katherine.

“That would have been funny, don’t you think?”

Katherine did not reply. She didn’t seem to think it would have been funny. She stood beside him and waited, as if for a more satisfactory response.

“I hope she doesn’t tell Mr. Masters about me,” Benedict said. “He might give me detention.”

At this, Katherine laughed. Benedict handed her the disc he had kept out of the box.

“Let’s put this on now, shall we?” he said.

“All right,” she said. “What is it?”

“It’s a beautiful lady singing.”

“Oh.”

She followed him into the sitting room and Juliet stood at the door. The rain fell at the window. It was so grey, so grey and unavailing! It was like sorrow: it seemed to preclude every possibility, every other shade of feeling. Benedict put the disc into the machine and the room filled with music. She recognised it as a song by Ravel. It was the Melanie Barth recording Benedict had bought last year. The sound of it brought tears to Juliet’s eyes. It was the voice, that woman’s voice, so solitary and powerful, so—transcendent. It made Juliet think she could transcend it all, this little house with its stained carpets, its shopping, its flawed people, transcend the grey, rainsodden distances of Arlington Park; transcend, even, her own body, where bitterness lay like lead in the veins. She could open somewhere like a flower. She could find a place less cramped, less confining, and open out all the petals packed inside her.

“Her French is just exquisite, don’t you think?” Benedict said to her.

He was reading the sleeve notes, where a photograph showed Melanie Barth standing in a green ball-gown on a beach, gazing out to sea. Juliet wanted to tear it from his hand, tear it and destroy it, rip Melanie with her exquisite French to shreds. Of course her French was exquisite! She hadn’t had to spend her life looking after Benedict, buying food for him, washing his clothes, bearing and caring for his
children! Instead, she had thought about herself: she had brushed up her French and then she had gone down to the beach in her ball-gown.

Juliet did not feel transcendent any longer. She felt angry, dense and angry and dark, compacted, like lead.

“Daddy,” said Katherine, “would you like it if this lady sang to you?”

Benedict smiled, a trifle forlornly, and ruffled her shining hair.

“I’d like it very much,” he said.

 


 


She walked the children to school through the rain. All the way up Guthrie Road and Arlington Rise, all along Bedford Crescent and Southfield Street, the cars stood stationary in lines. Their lights glowed like devilish pairs of eyes. The rain fell on their impervious metal roofs. Heat came in great sheets of steam off their armoured bonnets. The arms of their windscreen wipers went back and forth, back and forth. In each one sat a man in a tie and an ironed shirt, warm and dry, his suit jacket hanging from a peg beside the door. These men glanced at Juliet as she went by, one after another through their beaded windscreens. She went along the grey pavements holding her umbrella. Katherine was holding her hand. Barnaby was walking behind, with his hood up and his hands in his pockets. Juliet carried their lunchboxes and their schoolbags. The children were wearing Wellingtons, but the water had soaked Juliet’s tights nearly up to the knee. She laboured along the pavement, burdened, bedraggled, while the men looked at her from their cars.

It was a mysterious place, Arlington Park: it was a suburb, a sort of enormous village really, yet even here the force of life came up strong, dealing out its hard facts, its irrepressible,
universal dimensions. It was all so vigorous and uncrushable, the getting and having, the putting forth, the relentless, warlike assertion of one thing over another. It was civilisation, and yet to Juliet it seemed uncivilised to the core. What was there here that brought about such a rude growth of life? It lacked art: worse, it lacked any conception of justice. It was just getting and having—look at them all, backed up in their cars all the way to the park, jostling, fighting to get and to have! And as for the women, they were even worse! They were harsh, compassionless, driven by that rude force away from anything that smacked of failure or difficulty, driven headlong, and riding roughshod as they went over justice, over art!

The girls Juliet taught were self-satisfied little creatures who came from the mould of their mothers, came out with a plop and quivered there, naked and pink, with no sense whatever of their own vulnerability. Did they not fear that something might rise up, rise up and smite their jellied forms? Did Matthew Milford not fear it? Did the men in those cars not await it in terror, the possibility that one day they would be interrogated and smitten down where they stood? You could not live your life in flagrant disregard for justice, Juliet thought. You couldn’t live like that and get away with it for ever.
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