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The heat was so intense that Loretta felt it on her skin like an invisible presence, folding her unwilling body in its damp embrace. She had been in the taxi for only a few minutes but a patina of sweat was already forming on her bare arms, while a remorseless wave of heat seemed to be directing itself on to the back of her neck. The taxi was old and cramped, with black plastic seats; Loretta felt as though she were trapped in a small room with a fan heater going full blast, yet without any possibility of turning it off. She had paid no attention when her Californian friends had warned her that July was the worst time of year to visit New York, knowing that if she did not stop off there on her way home from San Francisco she was unlikely to get another chance for months, if not years. Brushing their objections aside, she had booked an air ticket whose only condition was that she had to spend a Saturday night in New York before continuing her journey to Heathrow, and deliberately avoided the weather section in the San Francisco Chronicle. She found out what she had let herself in for a few minutes before her plane came in to land, when the pilot welcomed his passengers to New York and reeled off some alarming statistics; it was 92 degrees in the city, he announced cheerfully, with 75 per cent humidity.

‘I hope you guys like it hot,’ he finished as the ‘fasten seat-belts’ sign came on and the cabin staff patrolled the aisles checking that hand luggage was stowed away and seatbacks were in the upright position. Loretta didn’t know much about humidity but she guessed that 100 per cent was rain, and that 75 per cent was much higher than she had become accustomed to in breezy San Francisco.

She took out the money to pay the bridge toll and lay back in her seat with the folded dollar bills in her hand. Her eyelids fluttered and closed, swollen from lack of sleep and the recycled cabin air which had dehydrated her skin and irritated her sinuses. Within a couple of minutes she was in a fitful doze, half aware of where she was but also experiencing hallucinatory snatches of conversation from the previous evening when she had attended a farewell party in San Francisco thrown by her colleagues at Berkeley. She was still in this waking dream when an overtaking car gunned its engine and her left foot shot out, frantically seeking the brake. For a few panicky seconds she trod air and it was relief when her shin collided with the hollow plastic bench seat in front, jerking her back to reality. Her heart beating wildly, Loretta took a deep breath and sat up straight, forcing herself to stay awake for the remainder of the journey. She had slept a little on the plane, not as much as she would have liked because the man next to her got up to go to the loo or summoned a member of the cabin staff with some trivial request every time she settled down. Halfway through the flight she had considered offering to change places with him, giving up her aisle seat in return for an hour or so’s uninterrupted rest, but then a baby began to grizzle in the row behind, its thin but persistent wail putting sleep out of the question.

The taxi slowed as the traffic got heavier, giving Loretta time to read a poster suspended from a bridge: ‘We haven’t suffered enough!’ it announced enigmatically, ‘Re-elect Cuomo.’ The taxi swerved into a faster lane and her bag slipped off the seat, disgorging its contents on to the floor. Loretta leaned forward with a ‘tut’ of annoyance and saw that her purse had come open, sending nickels, pennies and dimes in all directions. It took her a while to retrieve them all and when she sat up the car had left the expressway and was bowling along a high-sided suspension bridge. With an inkling of what she was about to see, Loretta turned her head and got her first, heart-stopping view of Manhattan.

The familiar skyline floated in a light mist, defying her knowledge that she was looking at solidly-made constructions of steel, glass and concrete. Loretta’s tiredness evaporated as she stared in wonder and delight, trying to make out landmarks like the World Trade Center and the Empire State Building. One skyscraper blended into another, creating a jagged line which appeared resolutely two-dimensional – like the studio backdrop of Oxford used in TV current affairs programmes, she thought inconsequentially. The image was so over-used in films and on postcards that she could hardly believe it retained its power, yet what she felt, winding down the window and craning her head to get a better view, was an almost sexual charge of excitement. She marvelled at how compact and shining the island was even as she experienced the illusion that it was rushing towards her, individual buildings becoming solid and visible through the heat haze. She guessed she was on the Triborough Bridge, whose right-angle course into the city she had followed on a map of New York a few minutes before coming in to land. The only one she had previously heard of was the Brooklyn Bridge, familiar because she had recently seen a revival of A View From The Bridge in San Francisco, but she now knew that LaGuardia airport was in Queens and linked to Manhattan by the Triborough. She reached in her bag for the map, wanting to get some idea of how long it would take to get from here to Toni’s apartment, and recalled as she did so that the taxi driver had merely grunted when she gave him the address at the airport. She felt a momentary flare of anxiety, a familiar but unwelcome reaction to the fact that she was travelling alone in a foreign country, even an English-speaking one, and dismissed it with the common-sense observation that there couldn’t be a single cab driver in New York who hadn’t heard of Riverside Drive.

She had an uneasy sensation that she was being watched and her eyes flicked up to the rear-view mirror just in time to catch a fractional movement of the driver’s head as he returned his gaze to the road. She frowned, recalling the other warnings she had been given by her Californian friends when she had announced her intention of stopping over in New York. They had talked endlessly about the soaring crime rate, about teenagers who carried guns to school and shoot-outs between crack dealers, until a weekend trip to Manhattan began to sound about as safe as a guided tour of the headquarters of a Colombian drug cartel. One woman, a history lecturer at Berkeley, had graphically described an encounter with a psychopathic cab driver who sped off in entirely the wrong direction when she asked him to take her to a conference at NYU; the cab screeched to a halt, she said, only when she flung open the passenger door in heavy traffic at considerable risk to life and limb.

Loretta told herself she was being silly, that the driver was probably just checking that she was all right; she knew she was paler than usual, having caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror in the airport loo, her features flattened by tiredness and her pallor accentuated by the washroom’s harsh strip lighting. She wished she hadn’t stayed so late at her farewell party the night before, leaving herself very little time to finish packing, but she had hung on in the vain hope that Sean would arrive. Their affair had lasted only a few weeks and it had been comfortable rather than intense, an agreeable summer diversion, but she was dismayed when he told her he had to work late on Wednesday night, and if he got to the party at all it would only be towards the end. Loretta was as cross with herself as she was with Sean when she finally accepted that he wasn’t going to appear and took a taxi home to Cow Hollow. Her bedroom looked like the aftermath of a burglary, clothes strewn in piles and every pair of shoes she owned sitting on the floor waiting to be stuffed with tissue paper; she had had to make a hasty, late-night decision about what to take with her and what to leave for her landlord, Alberto, to airfreight to England after her departure. The problem was that she had no idea how long the box of books and her trunk would take to arrive, and she needed several of the books for an article which had to be finished within two weeks of arriving in Oxford.

Trays of food had circulated at the party but all Loretta had managed to grab was a couple of chewy white parcels which tasted faintly of prawn and some focaccia smeared with roast garlic. The garlic had left a peculiar taste in her mouth and she also had an uncomfortable furry sensation on her tongue caused by drinking too much wine on an empty stomach. She was no longer used to over-indulgence, having become accustomed after three months in San Francisco to raised eyebrows every time she poured her second or third glass of alcohol, and she still remembered the expression on Alberto’s face when she had arrived home from her first trip to Safeway’s with a case of red wine. It had crossed his mind, he admitted when he got to know her better, that the charming English academic with perfect references to whom he had rented his spare bedroom was secretly a lush.

Loretta moistened her lips, longing for a cool drink or, even better, a cup of tea. She became uncomfortably aware that the driver was watching her again, his eyes in the rear-view mirror as cold as stones, and she had to suppress a childish urge to stick her tongue out at him. Instead she turned sideways, resting her arm along the back of the seat, and stared out of the rear window, simulating close interest in the long expanse of bridge stretching behind the cab. Her ears picked up an odd noise, like the beginning of some large industrial process, and a moment later she realised it seemed to be emanating from two sinister figures on bikes who were rapidly gaining on her cab. The noise rose to a roar, puzzling Loretta until she realised that the heat haze around the riders concealed the fact that there weren’t two bikes but a dozen, riding in two-by-two formation and taking up as much of the road as the stretch limos she had seen waiting in line at the airport. The big machines gleamed with chrome, their riders’ arms spreadeagled to grasp handlebars bristling with wing mirrors, and Loretta observed their progress with involuntary fascination, intrigued by a display of masculinity which was at once menacing and comically absurd. Suddenly the lead riders broke formation, fanning out to surround her cab like a cloud of buzzing, malignant flies until the noise level was unbearable; as Loretta lunged to wind up the open window, which was admitting acrid fumes as well as the ear-splitting roar, she remembered reading somewhere that the Hell’s Angels habitually ripped the exhaust cylinders off their Harley-Davidsons precisely to achieve this intimidating effect.

‘Uh,’ she gasped, falling back against the seat. The bikers stared unnervingly ahead, close enough to touch and pacing their engines to the speed of the taxi without acknowledging its existence. Loretta thought of the rock stars who used to arrive at open-air festivals with a similarly alarming escort, the Rolling Stones and Janis Joplin, and her mind leapt effortlessly to Altamont, and the murder of a member of the audience by a gang of Angels. Her earlier anxiety returned, focused outside the cab this time rather than inside it, and her hand grew clammy on the forgotten dollar bills.

‘What?’ she demanded, leaning forward as the cab driver muttered something unintelligible. ‘What did you say?’

Instead of replying he put his foot down on the accelerator, a hopeless gesture as the old car had nothing like the speed of the big bikes. Loretta clutched her bag to her, thinking of her credit cards, her air ticket, her passport — not that they could do much with that — and the sizeable sum in dollars she had withdrawn two days ago from her bank in San Francisco to see her through the weekend. Apart from anything else, getting it all replaced by Sunday evening, in time for her flight home, would be a nightmare. She turned and glared at the man immediately to her left, her fear overlaid by a healthy burst of anger, and at once her expression changed. Uncertainty flickered across her face, followed by astonishment and then outright amusement: the biker was old, grey-bearded even, more ZZ Topp than Easy Rider. Wispy hair straggled under the rim of his helmet, curling over the collar of his ancient leather jacket, and Loretta almost laughed out loud at this proof that even the Hell’s Angels were subject to the laws of time. His companions were of a similar vintage, she now saw, and their uniformly senescent appearance made her wonder what had happened to their children — whether they were busily rebelling against their parents by getting Harvard MBAs and working on Wall Street. As if they had picked up her silent ridicule, the front bikes abruptly accelerated, signalling a rapid advance and leaving the yellow taxi to rattle on its way unmolested for the remainder of the journey into Manhattan.

‘The mother-fuckin family’, Loretta read as they streamed past, and a line of smaller letters which announced that the bikers belonged to the LI — which she took to stand for Long Island — chapter of Hell’s Angels. Feeling a small professional irritation at the omission of the final g — the mother-fucking family, she wanted to call after them, or at least point out the need for an apostrophe — she did not catch the clipped remark her driver suddenly flung over his shoulder. A moment later she realised it was not an attempt at conversation, simply a request for the bridge toll, and she handed over her three dollars with relief. They headed into the city, somewhere in East Harlem she supposed, and she began looking at the buildings with real interest although they were for the most part modern and undistinguished. Her driver had relapsed into silence, concentrating on the heavyish traffic, and Loretta wondered how long it would take to get to the Upper West Side; from previous visits she recalled a road through Central Park but she had no idea whether it came out anywhere near Toni’s apartment. The cab stopped at a red light and a black woman swung across the road, banging her fist on the bonnet of Loretta’s taxi as she passed.

‘Bitch,’ the driver said under his breath, without real force, as though it was the sort of thing that happened all the time. Although the woman couldn’t possibly have heard she turned and made an obscene gesture, revealing the legend on her shrunken T-shirt: ‘I wanna sex you up’. Loretta gave her head a disbelieving shake and leaned forward as the taxi moved off, reading the driver’s name on the laminated licence on the dashboard — it sounded French, confirming her impression that he was from Haiti — before reminding him of her destination.

‘Riverside Drive and 73rd,’ she said on a faintly interrogative note, and he grunted exactly as he had at the airport. Loretta sat back in her seat and wiped sweat from her forehead, deciding it was even hotter in the city than it had been on the expressway. Her eyebrows were wet, not just damp, a phenomenon she had never encountered before. She thought of the play she was going to see that evening with Toni, she had forgotten what it was called, and hoped that the theatre would be air-conditioned. Her original suggestion, David Mamet’s Oleanna, had fallen through because the play was no longer on in New York.

‘You haven’t missed anything,’ Toni had told her on the phone, ‘the guy’s blown it this time,’ and Loretta had left the choice of a substitute to her. Through the car window she saw that the cross streets had declined from the hundreds to the nineties, and by craning her neck she was able to get a view of distant treetops which might, she thought eagerly, be her first glimpse of Central Park.

‘Loretta! How was your flight?’ Toni surged forward as Loretta turned the corner from the lift, hugging her and firing off half-a-dozen questions without giving her time to answer. She looked just as Loretta remembered her, slender and elegant with dark blonde hair pulled back from a face which was just too gaunt to be beautiful. Toni’s paternal grandparents were Italian immigrants from Reggio-Calabria who arrived in New York at the turn of the century; her father, who was born in the city, still ran his own restaurant in the East 20s. Loretta had never eaten there but she had read a carping review of it in her guidebook, which complained that the food was old-fashioned and the portions too large.

‘Did you take a cab from La Guardia? You didn’t have a problem with the traffic? I didn’t expect you yet’ — she glanced down at the watch on her bony wrist — ‘butit’s fine, come inside.’ She slipped an arm round Loretta’s shoulders and walked her towards the open door of apartment 15G. ‘You’ve never been here before, huh? I warned you it was small. Down, Honey, down.’

This last remark was addressed to the ugliest dog Loretta had ever seen, a thick-set animal which appeared, at first sight, to be made of concentric circles of bulging doggy fat.

‘Honey,’ Toni exclaimed, pulling the dog away from one of Loretta’s shoes which it had begun to worry with ferocious growls. ‘It’s OK,’ she went on, hauling the animal into the apartment by its collar, ‘she has a thing about leather. She’s only a pup and she gets kind of over-excited.’

Loretta followed nervously, not at all reassured, and hovered just inside the door.

‘Honey, on the couch, good girl. Come on in, Loretta. Are you in a hurry to go somewhere?’

‘No, course not.’ Loretta put down her weekend case and glanced round the L-shaped room, immediately perceiving that there was nowhere to sit. The room looked like a simulacrum of her own the night before, with clothes everywhere and a dress spilling out of a brown paper bag which Loretta recognised as from Bloomingdale’s. The dog lumbered up on to the sofa, collapsing on to a green silk blouse and panting with its jaws gaping open. Toni pulled the blouse from under the dog, not before the soft fabric had become spattered with saliva, swept a pile of clothes off the only armchair in the room and motioned to Loretta to sit on it.

‘Sorry,’ she said distractedly, ‘I haven’t finished packing.’

Loretta surveyed the room, taking in the wide double bed which filled the alcove formed by the short bar of the L. It was at least cool in the flat, although the air-conditioning unit set in the bottom of one of windows was irritatingly noisy. Toni seemed to be feeling the heat, flopping down on the bed and brushing back wisps of hair from her face. ‘What a day,’ she exclaimed.

‘I thought you weren’t going till tomorrow,’ Loretta said, wondering why Toni was getting ready for her trip to Long Island a day early. She had already noticed that the sofa’s deep red cover, an oriental design which echoed the rugs hanging on the walls, was thick with dog hair and crumbs of soil; it was just as well, she thought, looking down at her chair, that she had travelled in jeans. Suddenly the dog sat up on the sofa, apparently taking a slight movement on Loretta’s part as an invitation, and Toni murmured its name warningly. Shooting her a reproachful glance, it subsided into panting rolls of flesh.

‘She’s so affectionate,’ Toni assured Loretta, still sounding distracted. ‘Are you OK with dogs? I recall you kept a cat in Oxford. She’s a full English bulldog, I wanted one for years and Jay got her for my last birthday. I’m sorry about the mess,’ she apologised again, looking helplessly at the untidy heaps of clothes. ‘Term’s over but I had to rush out and see one of my graduate students one more time before he went home to Kansas. He lives midtown so we generally meet up in a café instead of trailing all the way up to Columbia.’ She leaned back on the bed, supporting herself on outstretched arms. ‘This kid,’ she said, still not answering Loretta’s original question, ‘he’s very bright but he will not concentrate. It’s all free association, if we go on like this he’s gonna turn in the first stream-of-consciousness thesis. One week he tells me – OK, this is how I do my first chapter, then I take up this point, then I go here ... Two weeks later it’s like the whole conversation never happened.’

‘What’s his subject?’

‘Huh, you tell me. I mean, Carver, that’s the one thing we’re all agreed on ...’ She sat up straight. ‘Loretta, can I get you a drink? You like tea, right? Or maybe you’d prefer something cold? How’s everyone at St Frid’s?’ It was a while since Toni had spent a term as a visiting fellow at St Frideswide’s, the Oxford college where Loretta taught part-time, and she was still trying to work out who had left or published books or done anything else of note when Toni got up. ‘Kitchen’s in here,’ she said, crossing the room and pushing open a door, ‘bathroom’s next door. I put out some clean towels, and I changed the sheets on the bed.’

Loretta heard a tap being turned on, presumably Toni filling the kettle. She got up and went to the window, stooping to examine the air-conditioning unit. It was turned up high and Loretta wondered if there was any setting which would keep the room cool without making such a din; there were several dials and buttons, and she would ask Toni later. She straightened and looked out of the window at a modern building across the street — not much of a view, she thought, relinquishing her fantasy of looking out on to the Guggenheim Museum or the Art Deco spire of the Chrysler building. The flat was fifteen floors up, high enough to make her slightly queasy as she looked down on to a broad avenue jammed with almost stationary traffic. Loretta wondered which it was, vaguely remembering names on the Upper West Side from her map — Columbus, Amsterdam, West End Avenue.

‘What street are we on? I mean, what avenue?’ she asked, moving away from the window as Toni came back into the room carrying a mug.

‘West End. Riverside Drive’s over there,’ she added, pointing towards the door of the apartment. ‘You take sugar?’

Loretta shook her head.

‘I didn’t think so. Listen, Loretta.’ She put the mug on the coffee table in front of the sofa and went back to the bed. ‘I hate to do this to you on your first night. What it is, Jay ...’ She paused, and Loretta remembered that Jay was Toni’s boyfriend. She knew he played tenor sax in a jazz band, but nothing else about him. Toni said rapidly: ‘Jay totaled his car two nights ago, he was driving back from an out-of-town gig in New Jersey.’ She saw Loretta’s expression and hurried to reassure her. ‘He’s fine apart from a whole lot of bruising. But it’s messed up the weekend, I don’t have a car so we’re gonna have to take the jitney to Long Island –’

‘The what?’

‘The jitney. The bus. And it’s full tomorrow, all booked up, so we have to leave this afternoon. The other thing is, now we don’t have the car, Honey isn’t so used to people that I totally trust her. Not for three hours, which is how long it can take to the Hamptons at this time of day. All you need to do is walk her twice a day, her food’s in the kitchen –’

Loretta stared at her. ‘You mean you want me to look after ...’ She turned to the animal, realised how rude she must have sounded and tried to retrieve the situation. ‘I mean, of course, does she have any special ... No, stay.’ She put out a hand as the dog heaved itself to its feet and began plodding across the sofa towards her, its paws sinking into the cushions. It sank back on to its haunches, giving Loretta the same reproachful look she had seen a few minutes before, and it crossed her mind that at least it seemed to be obedient.

‘She won’t be any trouble, really,’ Toni said pleadingly. ‘I’m sorry to dump this on you at short notice, I called the theatre and they said maybe you could sell my ticket. It’s near the end of the run but there are always a few people who show up on the night –’

‘Oh God, the theatre,’ Loretta exclaimed, too worried about the dog to have thought of it before.

‘I’m sorry, Loretta. Didn’t you say you had a friend in town? Maybe he could –’

‘John Tracey,’ Loretta said quickly. ‘My ex-husband. He’s flying up from Washington tomorrow.’

Toni grimaced. ‘Shit. I booked a table for dinner after the show and I was hoping ...’ She went to a cupboard, her voice muffled as she yanked open the door and hauled a holdall into the room. ‘I feel so bad about this but there isn’t anything I can do. Jay fixed it with his parents weeks ago –’

‘His parents?’ Loretta hadn’t realised that this was the purpose of the trip to Long Island.

Toni seemed mildly embarrassed. ‘His father’s a Minister, I only met him once but he’s big on family.’ She laughed nervously. ‘Jay’s parents, they go to church like you and I go to the bathroom. They have a sign in the yard — you know, it lights up at night. “We want to share God’s love with you”.’

‘You mean he’s an evangelist? Like Jim Bakker?’

Toni shrugged. ‘Don’t ask me, I was raised Catholic. I don’t know much about these Protestant sects.’

Loretta said: ‘You really have to go tonight?’

Toni held out her hands, palm up. ‘I’m sorry, Loretta.’

‘It’s my fault,’ Loretta said generously. ‘I should have given you more notice. I’ll be all right.’

Toni gave her a regretful smile and changed the subject. ‘Is Christopher meeting you at Heathrow?’

‘Christopher?’ Loretta sipped her tea, realising Toni was out of date about her love life. ‘That finished ages ago, before I went to California. He wanted us to live together and I really couldn’t ... I just don’t want to live with anyone. You know the old saying — you start off sinking into his arms and end up with your arms in his sink? Every relationship I’ve had starts as an affair and ends up with a row in Sainsbury’s on Saturday morning. You know, those stupid arguments about what to have for dinner and whose turn it is to put the rubbish out. I’ve had it with domesticity,’ she finished, suddenly and unexpectedly feeling better about Sean.

‘You’re not scared of being lonely, Loretta? I mean, it makes a lot of sense in principle ... But what about when you’re old? Really old, I mean?’

Loretta smiled. ‘Older than I am now? I have lots of friends, and you can be even lonelier in a bad relationship. I was amazed how much better I felt when my marriage ended.’

‘I hear what you’re saying,’ said Toni, ‘but...’

‘But what?’

‘What about children?’

Her voice was suddenly strained. Loretta shrugged and said lightly: ‘It’s not an issue for me.’

‘Really?’ Toni sounded unconvinced, as though she was about to say something else, but instead she got up and began folding clothes. ‘Do you mind if we — I don’t find it easy to talk about it.’

‘Of course,’ said Loretta, baffled. She hadn’t brought up the subject.

‘It’s not easy at this age,’ Toni blurted out, her back to Loretta. ‘I mean, you think there’s still time and then ...’

Unable to think of anything else to say, Loretta asked: ‘How old are you?’

‘Coming up to 40,’ Toni said crisply. ‘Listen, Loretta, I have to meet Jay at the bus stop in an hour. It’s on 69th and Lex and with this traffic ... What time’s your flight Sunday?’

Loretta tried to picture the flight coupon. ‘Nineish, I can’t remember exactly. Nine pm, I mean.’

‘So you can walk Honey Sunday night? I asked Denny, he’s my next-door neighbour, to take her out first thing Monday. I’ll give you the spare keys and you can drop them through his door when you leave — 15H. I told the guys on the desk downstairs you were staying, if there’s any problem tell them to look in the book.’

‘What book?’

‘It’s the building security system, you have to tell them who’s staying and for how long. Oftentimes they forget to tell the next guy on shift, so they write it in a book. Let me get you those theatre tickets, where did I put them?’ She went back to the closet, disappeared inside and returned with them in her hand. ‘If you can’t get rid of it, just cut me a cheque for yours.’

Loretta said: ‘I was going to give you the money for them. It was going to be my treat — ’

‘And I messed it up, I know. Here they are.’

As Loretta took the tickets she glanced at the price and her eyes widened. At $40 each, it made sense to try and find a buyer for the spare. With a twinge of anxiety she added: ‘Did you say something about a restaurant?’

‘Yeah, I booked a table at Dad’s place so there’s no problem about cancelling. But he’d be very pleased to see you, I told him I was bringing a friend. Did I tell you he still makes his own pasta?’ She hesitated, taking an off-white white linen dress from the Bloomingdale’s bag and holding it against her. ‘What do you think?’

‘Great,’ lied Loretta, who thought the proportions were all wrong. American women seemed to be a different shape, either worryingly thin or rather too plump; she had bought hardly anything all the time she was living in San Francisco, relying on the summer clothes she had brought with her from Oxford. Toni’s new dress was short and very formal, with padded shoulders and a double-breasted fastening at the front.

‘You really think so?’ Toni held the dress away from her. ‘I wonder if it’s too short ... Oh well, it’s too late now.’ She folded the dress and eased it into the holdall, placing a bra and three pairs of pants on top. ‘You’ll need to get a cab to the restaurant,’ she said over her shoulder, finishing her packing. ‘I’ll call Dad and tell him the meal’s on me.’

‘Where is it exactly?’

‘East 26th and Lexington.’ She zipped her bag and turned to face Loretta. ‘You haven’t been to New York in a while, right? I don’t know what your plans are but if you use the subway, make sure and hide your jewellery. Like this,’ she explained, tucking the necklace she was wearing inside her shirt. ‘And it’s safe to walk in the parks in daylight, but not when it gets dark. Not even at dusk, OK? I’m not trying to scare you but you have to be sensible — stay away from the obvious places, I mean there’s no reason why you should want to go to Harlem or Alphabet City –’

‘Alphabet City?’

‘You know, Avenue A, Avenue B, the Lower East Side. It’s a big drugs area, there’s a lot of people down there out of their heads on crack.’ She checked her watch again, becoming visibly anxious. ‘I don’t want to be late, let me show you where I keep Honey’s food and the poop-a-scoop.’

Loretta had been about to launch into a slightly forced speech thanking Toni for allowing her to borrow the flat. ‘Poop-a-scoop?’ she repeated disbelievingly.

‘It’s no sweat, really.’ Toni went into the kitchen, explaining over her shoulder the city ordinances on animal faeces. ‘Loretta?’ she called when her friend didn’t move. ‘Could you come in here, please?’

Loretta turned to the dog and wrinkled her nose, revolted by the idea of obeying Toni and getting a rundown on its toilet arrangements. Dog shit, she thought, I’m going to spend my weekend picking up dog shit...

‘Coming,’ she said reluctantly, and followed Toni into the windowless kitchenette.


Two

The dog would not let go of her shoe and Loretta was rapidly losing both her temper and her balance. ‘You stupid, stupid animal, ’ she hissed, hanging on to the heel, the only part of the shoe she had been able to grasp when she came out of the bathroom and saw it in the dog’s mouth. ‘You’ve been for a walk, what more do you want?’ The towel she had wrapped round herself when she got out of the bath slipped down, exposing her naked back to the uncurtained windows, and Loretta glanced over one shoulder in an inconclusive attempt to check whether the building across the street was close enough for anyone to see her.

‘Oh for God’s sake,’ she snapped, turning back to face the dog, which had begun a new tactic of shaking its head violently from side to side to make her relinquish the shoe. Loretta, who hadn’t anticipated this problem when she undressed for her bath, could not help thinking what a ridiculous figure she must make if anyone was watching the apartment, the bath towel clutched ever more ineffectually in her free hand as the dog redoubled its efforts. Suddenly the phone rang or, more accurately, emitted a long, muffled burr. Loretta abandoned the shoe and fumbled with the towel as she waited for Toni’s answering-machine to cut in; when it didn’t, she turned and made a swift check of the area near the double bed from which the sound seemed to be coming. The phone wasn’t on the bedside table, nor on the high shelf which seemed to contain Toni’s night-time reading, and it took Loretta a moment to realise that the reason for the muted sound was that the handset was actually under the bed. She lifted the cover and groped underneath, her hand colliding with the receiver as the phone rang for the tenth or eleventh time. Dragging it out, she said breathlessly: ‘Yes? I mean — hello.’

She glanced round the unnaturally tidy room for a pen and paper but couldn’t see anything like a desk. It crossed her mind for the first time that there was nowhere in the apartment for Toni to work; surely she needed to bring books and essays home from time to time? Or did she keep everything in her office at Columbia?

‘Sorry,’ she said, vaguely aware of a man’s voice at the other end of the telephone line. ‘Are you ringing for Toni?’

‘Toni?’ said the voice, friendly and laconic. ‘This is Michael.’

‘Michael?’ It meant nothing to her so she added: ‘I’m sorry, Toni’s not here. She left a couple of hours ago. She’s gone away for the weekend.’

There was a longish pause. ‘OK. Who am I talking to?’

‘Um — my name’s Loretta Lawson. I’m a friend of Toni’s.’

‘Hi, Lor — Loretta, did you say?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Hi, Loretta — nice name. Toni’s not there?’

‘No,’ Loretta said firmly, beginning to sweat again as the cooling effect of the bath wore off. ‘Would you like to leave a message?’

‘Sure. You English, Loretta?’

‘Yes. Hold on a minute while I find some paper.’ She checked the room again, smothered an impatient sigh and went to kneel beside her weekend case, still talking into the receiver. ‘I’ve only just got here, I don’t know where Toni keeps pens and things.’ Belatedly she remembered the cupboard on the other side of the room from which Toni had produced the theatre tickets, but by now her hand had closed on her own spiral notebook and she was flipping it open at a clean page. ‘She’s gone to ... to Long Island, but she’ll be back on Monday.’

‘Great. You say you’re a friend of hers, Loretta?’

‘Yes. What shall I –’

‘Funny, I don’t recall she ever mentioned you. Tell me what you look like, Loretta.’

‘What I look like?’

‘Yeah, like ... are you an English rose?’

She gave a puzzled laugh. ‘I haven’t heard that expression for years. No, I think I can safely say I’m not an English rose.’

‘OK. Tell me what colour hair you have.’

‘My hair? What for?’

He was immediately contrite. ‘I’m sorry, Loretta, have I offended you?’

‘Um –’ She made a sound halfway between a laugh and a gasp. ‘I thought you wanted to leave a message for Toni. I mean, what’s my hair colour got to do with anything?’

‘You’re blonde, right?’

‘Well –’

‘You are blonde. I truly believe I can tell a whole lot about a person just from hearing their voice and you had to be blonde.’

Loretta had come across a lot of wacky theories in California, people who consulted crystals before changing their lovers or their jobs, but she had never encountered this one. She pulled a face, hoping he wasn’t going to give her a lecture on astral waves. ‘All right, I’m blonde,’ she said curtly, ‘but what do you want me to tell Toni? Listen, Michael — you did say your name was Michael? I’ve just got out of the bath and I’m going to the theatre this evening, I really ought to get dressed –’

‘You just got out of the tub? You mean — you’re not wearing any clothes?’

‘What is this?’ cried Loretta, pulling the towel tightly round her and glancing uneasily at the windows. ‘I mean, if you’re a friend of Toni’s –’

‘Sure I’m a friend of Toni’s. Hey, Loretta, cool it, all I asked was what you’re wearing. The temperature drops pretty fast at night and if you’re standing there without your clothes you might catch a chill.’

This was so obviously preposterous that Loretta was about to protest when a thought struck her: how did he know she hadn’t answered the phone sitting down? A shiver ran down her spine as he pressed on. ‘Are you nakedj Loretta? I’m picturing you in Toni’s apartment with your long blonde hair and without your clothes ... You know what I’d like to do, Loretta? I’d like to come on over and –’

‘Shit,’ she exclaimed, not quite believing what she’d heard, and slammed the phone down. She stared at it, her heart thumping and her breath coming in gasps, half expecting Michael — if that was his real name, which she doubted — to call back. When he didn’t she began to breathe more easily, telling herself there was nothing to be frightened of, that the flat door was securely locked and anyway a stranger was unlikely to get past the porter on the ground floor. Even so she felt vulnerable, as if the caller really had seen her without her clothes — he seemed to know she had long blonde hair — and she realised how unwise she had been to undress without doing something about the windows. She edged towards them, fumbled with the cords to release the Venetian blinds and let out a sigh of relief as the plastic slats tumbled down and blanked out the building across the street. Loretta thought it was an office block, in which case most of the employees would already have gone home, but she felt safer with the blinds shielding her semi-nakedness.

Could it have been someone across the street? Someone who had been watching Toni’s apartment? If so, it seemed a remarkable coincidence that he should choose this of all evenings to call for the first time, catching Loretta so soon after she arrived in the city. Yet if he had phoned before, had been making these calls on a regular basis, wouldn’t Toni have warned her before she left? Loretta folded her arms across her chest, over the bath towel, and tried to remember how the conversation had begun. She had supplied both names, her own and Toni’s, she was almost certain of that, but had he said anything that suggested he knew who he was talking to? Getting her hair colour right was probably just a lucky guess, either that or he was fixated on blondes; Loretta shivered, not wanting to visualise the possibility that Michael, whoever and wherever he was, had been masturbating while he talked to her. She had read Arthur Miller’s autobiography immediately after seeing A View From The Bridge and vividly recalled his description of seeing a man, a total stranger, jerk off as he watched Marilyn Monroe browse in a bookshop.

From the other side of the room, next to the front door, the dog let out a long rumbling snore. Loretta turned to see her shoe, which she had completely forgotten, lying abandoned close to its jaw. ‘Oh well,’ she said, trying to make light of what had happened, ‘I suppose you do have a use after all.’ Even if Michael had been watching her, even if he knew Toni’s address and succeeded in getting past the building security system, there was always the dog to protect her. Still trying to reassure herself, Loretta returned to the cramped bathroom, hung the damp towel over the shower rail and sprayed perfume on her wrists and the backs of her knees. In the living-room she wriggled into a sleeveless black body, snapped the poppers together between her legs with practised efficiency and stepped into slingback shoes with two-inch heels. Her skirt, which she had absent-mindedly left on the sofa, had acquired a light coating of dog hairs which she brushed off with her hand before fastening it round her waist.

Loretta looked at her watch and saw she had twenty minutes to spare before she needed to set off for the theatre. She frowned, thinking there was no point in ringing the number Toni had left, she probably hadn’t even arrived in Sag Harbor yet, and a mildly obscene phone call was hardly a reason for dialling nine-one-one. But she wanted to talk to somebody; she fastened a necklace, pulled a long scarf from her weekend case to cover her bare arms later in the evening and picked up her notebook. The number she wanted was scrawled in biro at the top of a page and she knelt by the phone, dialling a Washington DC number.

‘Reception. How may I help you?’

‘I’d like to speak to one of your guests, he’s called John Tracey.’

‘Do you have Mr Tracey’s room number?’

‘No, sorry.’

‘One moment.’

Tracey answered on the first ring, his tone immediately conveying to Loretta that this was not a good time to call. ‘John, it’s me. Are you busy?’

‘Mmm. Where are you? Can I call you back?’

‘New York, Toni’s flat, but I’m about to go out.’

‘So am I. Where’ll you be later on this evening?’

‘At the theatre.’

‘Gh. Sorry, Loretta, can it wait till tomorrow?’

He sounded harassed and she remembered how uncommunicative he had been when he called from London to say he was flying to Washington on a story. He had muttered something about Whitewater, the failed Little Rock loan company which was causing the Clintons such trouble, and Loretta had been surprised by his sudden interest in American politics. They hadn’t talked for long and Loretta concluded that the assignment had been forced on him by the new regime at his newspaper, the Sunday Herald. It had recently been taken over by a French media tycoon, a chic blonde businesswoman in her late 40s who was unaffectionately known in London as la belle dame sans merci. Loretta had seen a newspaper picture of Mme Paroux stepping from a plane at the City of London airport in what the caption described as a Lagerfeld suit, en route for the Herald office in Docklands where she was said to be drawing up a hit list of employees to sack. Tracey seemed to be hanging on but Loretta was anxious on his behalf.

‘Of course,’ she assured him, not wanting to add to his burdens. ‘You are still coming to New York?’

‘I’m looking forward to it,’ he said, spoiling the effect by adding: ‘There’s some showbiz story they want me to follow up — we’re not allowed to go anywhere without a reason these days. Give me your number and I’ll call you when I get to my hotel’

Loretta rang off and remained where she was on the floor, kneeling by the phone. After a moment’s thought she tried another number, in San Francisco this time, and her expression darkened when she heard the click of an answering-machine.

‘Hi, this is Dolores del Negro. I can’t take your call right now but –’

Loretta tutted and cut off the rest of the message. Dolores was her closest friend in San Francisco but it was the long vacation and she could be anywhere — in her office at Berkeley, working in the library, or just out shopping. Loretta got up in search of a telephone directory and, when she couldn’t see one, finally pulled open the door of the cupboard she hadn’t yet investigated. It turned out to be a cross between a walk-in cupboard and a box room, furnished with a small desk and Toni’s clothes hanging from a rail. Loretta located a New York telephone directory in a desk drawer, took it over to the bed and looked up the word ‘Police’. The entry was brief, giving the emergency number and referring Loretta to another part of the directory.

It took her a while to find the right section, a separate set of blue pages listing official departments, and then she had to decide which precinct was most likely to cover the area Toni lived in. The 20th, based on West 82nd Street, was the nearest geographically but when Loretta tried it she was immediately put on hold. Eventually a woman came on the line, listened to the beginning of Loretta’s story and abruptly transferred her to a harassed male detective who suggested she should ring the telephone company.

‘Say the guy calls back, and most likely he will, they can give you counselling –’

‘Counselling?’ repeated Loretta.

‘There’s no charge,’ he began, mistaking the cause of her astonishment.

‘I don’t want counselling, I want you to trace his number. I’m reporting a crime — I assume it is against the law to make obscene phone calls?’

‘Sure, but we just don’t have the manpower –’

‘The least you can do is take my name and number. Or don’t you have the manpower for that either?’

With obvious reluctance he wrote down the details, mishearing her name the first time, and telling her again it was really a matter for the phone company. Then: ‘Sorry, I have a call coming through on another line,’ and the phone went dead.

‘Great, thanks, I feel so much better,’ snapped Loretta, and reached for the directory again. Sure enough, there was a long section on how to deal with obscene, harassing or threatening calls, even though most of the advice was blindingly obvious — of course she would have hung up as quickly as possible, Loretta thought, if she’d realised earlier what was going on.

‘Don’t talk about these calls to anyone outside your family,’ the advice continued, ‘not even to a best friend. In the majority of cases the caller knows either the person who takes the call or some member of the family. If the caller hears about your anxiety and concern, either directly or indirectly, this is encouragement to continue.’

Loretta frowned, wondering again about Michael. Was he a friend of Toni’s, someone with a warped sense of humour who had decided, for reasons best known to himself, to play an unpleasant practical joke when an unknown woman answered her phone? According to what she had just read, it would be a mistake to tell Toni about the call but how else was she to rule out the possibility that he wasn’t a complete stranger? Loretta read on, discovered the existence of an Annoyance Call Bureau and was about to dial its number when she read that the service was available only between nine am and four pm, Monday to Friday. Michael had called between six and six-thirty, she wasn’t sure of the exact time, but Loretta was willing to bet that most nuisance calls were made even later, fuelled by alcohol or the loneliness of big city nights. What was the point of a helpline which wasn’t staffed at the very time it was needed? She speed-read to the end of the section, vainly hoping to find an out-of-hours number, and discovered instead that the detective had been telling the absolute truth. ‘Trained counsellors,’ the section ended oleaginously, ‘will always take an extra step to assist you further.’

So they really did offer counselling, she thought, irritably closing the directory. Not a word about tracing the call, which was the most obvious way of solving the problem, yet surely New York had one of the most up-to-date telephone systems in the world? With computerised switchboards, finding out someone’s number must be easy, more or less instantaneous. Loretta picked up the phone, wishing she knew more about technical matters; she had had to ring the operator in Oxford to find out which kind of switchboard she was on, tone or pulse, when she bought a cordless phone and then, after a whole day without incoming calls, discovered that the unit wasn’t working because the cat had accidentally pulled the plug out of the wall.

‘Hello, I don’t know if you can help me,’ she said when the operator answered, annoyed with herself for immediately sounding apologetic. ‘The thing is, I’ve had an obscene –’

‘You want the Annoyance Call Bureau. Here, let me give you their number.’

‘I’ve already got it, thanks, they’re closed till tomorrow. What I need to know is, how long does it take to trace a call? I mean, is it stored in the computer?’

‘Sorry, ma’am, the helpline –’

‘I told you, it’s closed.’ Suddenly Loretta lost her temper. ‘And what use is it, packing up at four or whatever, what if he rings back at midnight? What am I supposed to do, keep him talking till nine o’clock in the bloody morning? Don’t you realise I’m here on my own?’ She was panting, incoherent, and the operator said in an offended voice, ‘Keep it clean, ma’am, there’s no call for –’

Loretta slammed the phone down and hugged her chest. She was more disturbed than she wanted to admit and all at once it seemed imperative that she get out of the flat; she hurried to Toni’s desk and flicked on the answering-machine, seized the spare keys from the coffee table and dropped them into her clutch bag. Honey was fast asleep, slumped against the front door, and Loretta stirred the dog’s flank none too gently with the toe of her shoe. ‘Come on,’ she said loudly, ‘are you going to let me out?’

Honey opened her eyes, thumped her stumpy tail on the floor and heaved herself ponderously out of the way. Loretta had her hand on the latch when she recalled Toni asking her to switch on the radio or TV for the dog whenever she left the flat. She groaned, left the front door ajar and went back into the room.

‘I’m, like, a Marxist,’ a high-pitched male voice said unexpectedly when she pressed the radio’s ‘on’ button. He giggled nervously, as though waiting to be cut off, and launched into a rambling denunciation of American foreign policy in Chile in the early 1970s.

Loretta paused by the door. She was in a city where victims of crime were offered therapy — during office hours only — and radio stations gave airtime to youthful revolutionaries who were still fighting twenty-year-old battles. The voice on the radio gathered speed, throwing out names and accusations, Kissinger and Allende and ITT, and Loretta wondered if he was even born when the events he referred to happened in 1973.

‘Have a good evening,’ she said satirically to the dog, and left the apartment without a backward glance.

‘Excuse me. May I take a look at your programme?’

‘What?’ Loretta was abstracted, staring into space, and it was only when she turned and saw her neighbour’s outstretched hand that she realised what he was asking. As if he had read her mind he added, ‘I guess I left mine in the John’, and she had no choice but to pass it to him, glancing at her watch as she did so. The interval had another twelve minutes to run before the second half of the play began and she hoped he wasn’t about to engage her in conversation. The circle seats were narrow and close together, without much leg room, and she wished she had persuaded Toni to cancel the reservation at Stramiello’s, her father’s restaurant, instead of telling the maître d’ to set a table for one. The theatre was in a street running off Broadway and there were probably dozens of little cafés and restaurants within walking distance, whereas to get to Stramiello’s she’d need a cab. Her tiredness had returned and Loretta shifted uncomfortably in her seat, not looking forward to the second half.

The man next to her, who had bought Toni’s ticket, seemed to be having similar problems — more so, in fact, since he was a couple of stones overweight. He had fidgeted and perspired throughout the first half of the play in spite of the air-conditioning and now he leaned towards Loretta with a puzzled look on his face.

‘Excuse me,’ he said again, ‘but there’s something here you might be able to help me with.’ The programme was open at the cast list and he tapped it with his fingers. ‘Why I come to this play, my sister in Springfield told me be sure and not miss it next time I’m in New York. There’s this actress, see, she’s supposed to be in it but I don’t see her name. What I’m thinking is, do I have the right play?’

‘What’s her name?’

‘Judy.’

‘Judy what?’

‘Wait a minute — you talking about my sister?’

‘No,’ Loretta said patiently, ‘I meant the actress.’

He looked sheepish. ‘I don’t remember exactly. Madeline — Madeline something. I’d know it if I saw it.’

‘Sorry,’ said Loretta, trying to keep her face straight, ‘I don’t think I can help.’

He sat back in his seat, shaking his head and turning the pages of the programme. After a while he exclaimed: ‘She left. Look’ – he waved it in Loretta’s face — ‘she was in it but the cast changed. Judy will be so disappointed I missed her.’

Loretta smiled politely, so unmoved by the play that she didn’t think it would make much difference if the Royal Shakespeare Company arrived en masse and took it over. It was meant to be a light comedy, with a trivial plot about three American sisters enjoying a reunion in a swanky flat in London, but the jokes went over Loretta’s head and she couldn’t understand why the rest of the audience had been rocking with laughter during the first half. She wondered glumly why Toni had picked it, and thought of all the other things she could have done with $40. A new pair of sunglasses, a couple of hardback books, a pair of ear-rings from the shop at the Metropolitan Museum ...

‘What happened to your friend?’ her neighbour asked conversationally. He held the programme out to her but Loretta waved it away.

‘Keep it.’

‘I can? My daughter’ll love that, she always wants to know what Dad’s been up to in the big city. He get ill or something?’

‘Who?’

‘Your friend. The guy who’s supposed to be in my seat.’

She was about to give him a discouraging look when she remembered that he’d insisted on handing over almost the full price of Toni’s ticket, and he didn’t seem to be enjoying the play any more than she was. ‘It’s a woman, actually,’ she said reluctantly. ‘Something came up at the last minute.’

‘You’re British, right? You live in New York City?’

‘No.’

‘Me neither.’

She glanced covertly at him, taking in his bright yellow shirt, lurid bow tie and, as her gaze travelled down to his feet, high-top trainers. Thinning sandy hair made it difficult to guess his age but his face and scalp were shiny and pink, as though he had recently been scrubbed. He looked honest, open, and not very bright; Loretta felt a little sorry for him, guessing he was lonely and out of his depth, but she still didn’t want to be drawn into conversation. She pulled her hair back from her face, cooling her neck, and crossed one leg over the other in a vain attempt to find a more comfortable way of sitting. The movement made the edges of her wrapround skirt fall open and she caught her neighbour looking appraisingly at her knees; embarrassed, she pulled the edges together and his eyes moved up to her face. He grinned.

‘OK, let me guess. You from London?’

‘No.’ He waited and politeness forced her to add: ‘Oxford.’

His face lit up. ‘No. You really from Oxford?’ He placed the stress on the last syllable, Oxford.

‘Well, I wasn’t born there. I’ve lived there for the last few years.’

‘No kidding? This is some coincidence — I have to be in Oxford next month.’ He spoke with childlike enthusiasm, as pleased as Punch to find they had something in common. ‘I work in automotive parts and I have to meet with some guys at the car factory. Bigtime stuff, huh?’

She wasn’t quite sure what he meant but she did her best, saying: ‘Not as big as it used to be.’ She had driven round the ring road in the spring, just before she left for San Francisco, and was amazed when she came upon the industrial wasteland where the British Leyland North Works had once been. The site was being redeveloped and her car had got stuck in road works, giving her plenty of time to observe the bulldozers and scarred earth where the car plant had been demolished. The South Works was still making cars, as far as she knew, but she remembered ominous forecasts in the Oxford Times of more redundancies to come. ‘I’m not even sure it’s a British company any more. I think it’s owned by Honda.’

Her companion shook his head. ‘Not any more, the Japs baled out. The Krauts are in there now, my company’s hoping to do a deal with the new guys ... You work in Oxford?’

‘Yes, at the university.’

‘You don’t say? You teach English?’

‘Yes.’

He gestured towards the stage. ‘What d’ya make of it?’

‘To be honest, I’m not enjoying it much.’

‘Me neither. I mean, why’s she wasting her time with that guy, the English one? Don’t seem to me like he’s interested in girls.’

He nudged her in the ribs, just in case she hadn’t got his meaning, and Loretta instinctively drew away.

‘I guess maybe the humour ...’ he went on, oblivious to her reaction. ‘I’m from Ohio and it seems to me like it’s very New York. Jewish,’ he added when she failed to respond.

Loretta wasn’t sure from his tone whether he intended the adjective pejoratively and she sat glumly in her seat, wishing he’d shut up.

‘You here on vacation?’

She nodded.

‘Me too. See the sights, take in a show.’

‘This isn’t exactly a show,’ Loretta said doubtfully. It crossed her mind that he was the kind of man who probably went to strip clubs but she thought again about the money he’d wasted on Toni’s ticket and added: ‘What about musicals? I noticed there’s a new Sondheim –’

‘No way,’ he said emphatically, ‘not after tonight.’ He spoke as though The Sisters Rosensweig had taught him a cruel lesson.

‘What sort of things do you like?’ Loretta asked with mild irritation.

‘Well — you know.’

‘No, I don’t’, said Loretta. ‘Films? Museums?’

‘You mean — pictures? Old stuff?’

Loretta shook her head. ‘Not necessarily. I mean, I love looking at pictures, I’m going to the Metropolitan Museum tomorrow morning, but it’s not just art, for instance they’ve got a complete Egyptian temple. Your daughter, is she interested in history? They have a shop which sells things for children, jigsaws and cut-out books.’ She had relaxed a little now that they were on safe territory and she continued: ‘You know where it is, on Museum Mile? I’m lucky, it’s just across Central Park from where I’m staying. According to the map I should be able to walk it in 20 minutes — half an hour at the most.’

‘Where did you say you’re staying?’

Loretta hadn’t but she told him now. ‘With a friend on Riverside Drive. Riverside and 73 rd. It’s a big block of flats, she’s gone away for the weekend so I’ve got it to myself.’

‘Riverside Drive? That the East Side?’

‘No, the Upper West.’

‘I’m on West 52nd. In a hotel. What else you planning on doing?’

‘In New York? I’m really keen to see the Frick, I thought I’d go on Saturday afternoon.’

‘He was some big industrialist, right?’

‘Frick? I think so.’ She tried to conceal her surprise that he knew, aware that her reaction was patronising. ‘Wasn’t he from Pittsburgh, one of those steel towns? Apparently he put together an amazing collection, everything from Piero della Francesca to Whistler.’

‘You seem to know a whole lot about art.’

‘Me? God, no, I’m a complete amateur. I just like pictures.’

He wiped his sweating forehead with the back of his hand. ‘Tell me about Oxford. I have two days.’

‘Two days?’ Loretta’s lips turned down. She thought of her favourite places, the Ashmolean Museum and the Pitt-Rivers, Port Meadow on a winter afternoon when the flooded fields reflected a sky as dull as pewter. ‘Oh you know, the colleges ...’

‘Some of them are pretty old, right?’

‘Yes, and they’re mostly in the centre of town so –’ To her relief a bell rang, signalling the end of the interval. Loretta moved her legs to one side as people began to return to their seats.

‘Ouch,’ she exclaimed as a middle-aged woman with upswept frosted hair stumbled and crushed her toes.

‘She hurt you?’

‘No, really,’ Loretta said quickly, not wanting a scene. ‘Honestly, I’m fine.’

‘You sure?’ He regarded her suspiciously as he subsided into his seat.

‘Really.’ At that moment the lights went down, sparing her further conversation, and the cast trooped back on stage. They took the second half of the play at a faster pace, veering towards farce when one of the actresses changed on-stage into a Chanel suit. It was the kind of theatrical set-piece Loretta most disliked but the audience around her was convulsed. Even the car salesman — she hurriedly corrected herself, remembering he sold car parts — even he joined in, clapping enthusiastically when the final curtain fell. The three main actresses joined hands and took a bow, obviously expecting several curtain calls, and Loretta seized the opportunity to slip out ahead of the crowds. She was at the door leading to the stairs when she felt a hand on her arm.

‘Ma’am? I hope you won’t take offence,’ said her erstwhile neighbour, removing his hand, ‘but are you free for a drink? Seeing as we’re both strangers in town — I’d like to hear some more about Oxford –’

He registered her expression and stepped back. ‘Hey, what’s the big deal? It’s only a drink.’ He lifted pudgy hands, emphasising the space he had put between them. ‘I’m a happily married man, just because my wife’s back in Ohio –’

‘Excuse me,’ ventured an elderly woman, leaning heavily on a stick and trying to beat the exodus from the dress circle. She was followed by a noisy, good-natured crowd which forced Loretta and the car salesman apart. ‘I’m sorry,’ she called, standing on tiptoe, ‘I really didn’t mean –’ She stopped, not wanting to tell a lie and remembering how he’d looked at her legs.

‘I get the message,’ he called back, the rest of his words carried away by the departing theatre-goers. An angry flush had risen up from his neck, mottling his face, and as he turned to push his way through the crowd, using his bulk to clear a space, he threw back over his shoulder a sarcastic retort: ‘You have a nice evening now.’

His balding head disappeared round a bend in the stairs. Loretta remained where she was, jostled by the crowd and cross with herself for not handling the situation more tactfully. She was pretty certain he had been coming on to her but she could have refused his invitation more politely; she put her over-reaction down to being in a strange city, that and the obscene phone call she’d received just before she left for the theatre. Thinking Michael had a lot to answer for, she followed the stragglers down the stairs, bracing herself to face the muggy night air while she searched for a taxi on Broadway.
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