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         Howard

         
         
         
         
         Christmas, 1985

         
         
         
         
         Since the night he disappeared, she’s kept her hands to herself. No fingers stray towards me as we lie together, not sleeping.
            At seven o’clock I shake her shoulder. The brushed cotton of her nightie is soft against the rough skin of my fingertips.
            I know it’s rough because she used to tell me, in bed. If I stroked her back she would say, ‘Howard. Skin’s catching.’

         
         
         
         
         I shake her shoulder and she ignores me. So I speak. ‘Time to get up, Kathryn. Come on now, time to get up.’

         
         
         
         
         Her arm twitches, but there’s no sound. So I try again, a bit sterner. ‘Come on, now. You have to get up. This morning you
            have to get up.’

         
         
         
         
         Neither of us has slept, of course. For the last hour I’ve been watching the blue-grey light push through the curtains, listening
            to her breathe. From her shallow, quiet breaths, I knew she was awake, too; probably her mind was stuck, like mine, on that
            moment when we saw the policewoman opening the front gate, carefully closing it again, and taking off her hat as she walked
            down our path. Then we knew they’d found his body.

         
         
         
         
         I rise and leave her, knowing it’ll be ten minutes before she’ll move. But when I come back from the bathroom she’s standing
            there in her winter nightie. Her hair is still in waves, but they’re all in the wrong place, as if she’s wearing a wig and
            it’s slipped. There’s a big patch of mottled red on her chest where the cotton has made its imprint.

         
         
         
         
         On our wedding night she wore a very different nightie. It was all layers of stuff, a bit see-through, short, well above her
            knees. But it hung there as if it wasn’t on her body at all, as if she’d just stepped into a tepee made of nylon. ‘What’s
            that you’re wearing,’ I said, smiling, wishing I could see more of her lovely curves. At the power station Christmas parties
            I knew the other men were watching her, their eyes following her movements; some of them even looked slightly scared if she
            spoke to them, I noticed that. They would lean towards her to catch her voice. They patted other women on the hips, shouted
            things out as they passed, but with Kathryn it wasn’t like that. Even her hair seemed curvy to me, and her eyelashes, the
            way they swept up off her cheeks just as women’s eyelashes are supposed to. I never saw any other girl with eyelashes like
            Kathryn’s, except at the pictures. On our wedding night she touched a layer of nylon and gave me a twirl. ‘It’s a powder blue
            negligee,’ she said. ‘Can’t you tell?’ And she lifted up the hem and laughed.

         
         
         
         
         I reach out and hold her elbow for a moment, but she doesn’t make a sound; she just stands there, waiting for me to let go.
            I release her and she walks past me, out of the door. Then I hear water running in the bathroom.

         
         
         
         
         When she comes back her face looks a little pinker so I ask her, ‘What’ll you wear?’

         
         
         
         
         She looks up at me with clouded eyes. I lean forward and press my forehead to hers. The tip of her nose is cold against my
            cheek.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What’ll you wear, Kathryn?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Anything. Anything.’ She lets her weight fall against me.

         
         
         
         
         I sit her down on the bed. ‘Right then, let’s have a look.’ I go through her whole rail, my fingers trailing over dresses,
            skirts, blouses, and there’s nothing black. I pull out every drawer and pick through the folded corners of her knitwear, and
            there’s nothing black. Plenty of brown, and quite a bit of blue, but no black. I think it best not to say anything. Instead
            I select a dark brown pleated skirt and a navy blue jumper.

         
         
         
         
         ‘This is nice,’ I say, laying it all out on the bed beside her. She stares at the skirt but doesn’t move.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Come on, Kathryn. Let’s get that nightie off.’

         
         
         
         
         I wait a few moments, in case she stirs.

         
         
         
         
         She lets me hook the hem of the nightie round my fingers and lift it up to her thighs, and when I say, ‘Lift your bottom up
            for me,’ she does so. She sits there naked on the bed, her arms clutched round her waist. The skin on her forearms hangs.
            In the half-light of the bedroom I can see the curves are still there; a little wilted, but still there.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Here’s your knickers,’ I say. ‘Are you going to stand up for me?’ I hold the knickers out so she can step into them. ‘No?
            All right then.’

         
         
         
         
         I lift her left foot, guiding it into the elastic hole. And as I lift her right foot I smell her there above me, all sleepy
            brushed cotton and something faintly vinegary, and I find myself stopping and dropping her foot back down again, so she’s
            sitting there with her knickers round one ankle, and I’m resting my cheek against her shin and mouthing Robert without making a sound and knowing our son is dead.

         
         
         
         
         She must feel my breathing go heavy, because she puts her hand on my head and we sit like that for a few minutes, my knees
            digging into our thin purple carpet, my cheek feeling the dry tissue of her shin and the knobbles of bone in there, all rounded,
            like a row of marbles.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I should have bought a black dress,’ she says.

         
         
         
         
         I lift her right foot again. ‘No, no. It’s all right. People don’t wear all black at funerals these days.’

         
         
         
         
         I guide the knickers beyond her knees. ‘Lift your bottom up for me.’



         
         
         
         
         
         I keep thinking of the time I took Robert to the Tank Museum. Kathryn refused to come in, waited in a café down the road,
            wearing her red raincoat (she used to wear a lot of red), sipping a milky coffee, reading a novel. At least, that’s how I
            imagined her as I walked around that place, yards of camouflage and unspeakable weapons everywhere.

         
         
         
         
         In that museum there were lots of fathers and sons. All the fathers seemed to have big hands with which to guide their sons
            around the Whippet, the Sherman Crab and the Somua tanks. They would stoop and point, ruffle hair, share interesting facts. I didn’t know anything about those grey and brown
            hunks of metal. I knew about turbine halls, not armoured vehicles.

         
         
         
         
         I walked behind Robert as he ran ahead. I’d never seen him so excited. I let him weave between the tanks with his anorak wrapped
            around his waist in the way he liked. I smiled as he sat in the cockpit of the armoured Rolls-Royce, his hair sticking up
            on the crown of his head, his straight teeth shining.

         
         
         
         
         When we got back to the café she embraced him as if he’d been gone for weeks, and he told her all about the tanks in one long
            breath, and her eyes lit up at the very mention of the word missile, even though she’d refused to set foot in that place. ‘Did you enjoy it, Howard?’ she asked me. I hesitated. Robert said,
            ‘Dad hated it.’ And they laughed.

         
         
         
         
         
         The iciness of the kitchen floor seeps through the thin soles of my slippers. I warm my hands in the steam of the kettle.
            The blind with the fruit and veg print is moving slowly in the draught from the window. Sucked in, blown out. I drop the cold
            tea bag from the pot into the bin. I can’t cook like Kathryn so the bin is full of empty tins. She used to feed Robert plenty
            of meat; chops grilled with a little salt, boiled potatoes and tinned peas on the side. I never understood it. She doesn’t
            like meat much, but for her son she let the fat ooze over the bars of the grill and fill the kitchen with a sweet stink.

         
         
         
         
         For the last fortnight she’s said nothing as I’ve handed her beans on toast, spaghetti on toast, cheese on toast, night after
            night. She says nothing, chews on a corner, leaves the rest. Since the night he went, we’ve eaten our tea on our laps, in
            front of the television. And we do not watch the news.

         
         
         
         
         I almost pour the tea into the mug he bought for her, years ago – the one with ‘World’s Best Mum’ on the side. When I say
            he bought it, I mean of course that I got it, and said it was a gift from him on Mother’s Day. He must have been about six.
            She looked pleased, but she never used it. Kathryn doesn’t go in for that sort of thing, slogans.

         
         
         
         
         I jerk the spout away so quickly the tea burns my hand. Then she’s there, standing beside me in the kitchen, wearing the brown
            skirt and the blue jumper. She’s put some earrings in.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You’ve got earrings in,’ I say, pushing the mug behind the teapot.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ll take them out,’ she says, quickly, before I can tell her that I like them. ‘It was a mistake. What was I thinking? Earrings.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Right,’ I say. ‘Tea.’

         
         
         
         
         
         Eleven o’clock. The car arrives in plenty of time for the service. We stand in the hallway. I am wearing my only black suit;
            it’s a bit tight round the waist. It’s all right, though, because I’ve put a belt round and left the top button undone. I
            hold out Kathryn’s wool coat. She slips her arms into it, and I heave it onto her shoulders. I button it right to the top;
            the collar is so high it’s like I’m tucking her neck into it. I comb her hair, which sticks out above her right ear. The ends
            of it look frazzled, as if they’ve been burnt.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Have you got any spray?’ I ask.

         
         
         
         
         She looks at me. ‘Spray?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘For your hair.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘No,’ she says.

         
         
         
         
         ‘A hat then.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ve never had a hat.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh. Right then.’ I smooth the shoulders of her coat. ‘You’ll do,’ I say.

         
         
         
         
         She reaches past me and opens the door. Outside, a blast of wind brings water to my eyes as I hurry to keep up with her, to
            keep hold of her herringboned elbow.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Joanna

         
         
         
         
         Christmas, 1985

         
         
         
         
         I know Shane’s not coming. I sit on the seat of the twitchers. I know he’s not coming. But I wait. I grip the seat until my
            fingers go dead, and I wait for him.

         
         
         
         
         Pink hoop earrings, pink pencil skirt. I’m ready, should he stride past, Walkman blasting. I’m ready, but I know he won’t
            come. No one’s seen him since that night. Not even me.

         
         
         
         
         Rooks scream in the spiky trees. Everything’s frozen, even the air. It bursts in my lungs when I inhale.

         
         
         
         
         The only thing moving is the steam in the sky. It coughs out of the power station cooling towers. It never stops.

         
         
         
         
         I stretch my fingers out and let the blood flow back. Then I grip the seat again.



         
         
         
         
         
         They found Rob’s body down here a week ago. I saw it on the news, like everyone else. There were nets and dogs and more police
            than you’ve ever seen in Calcot. They came to my house and asked me, when was the last time I saw Robert Hall? How did I know
            him? Who were his other friends? How did he seem when I left him? I didn’t leave him, I said. I went to look for him. But
            he’d gone. They’d both gone. The policewoman had lines scored around her mouth, and shimmery purple eyeshadow. I kept looking
            at it because she’d done one eye darker than the other, and it made her lopsided. I know it’s hard, she said, but try to remember.
            She put her hand on my shoulder. Robert’s friend Luke said there was someone else there. Was there anyone else with you? Was
            there anyone else there that night? No one, I said. No one else was there.

         
         
         
         
         It’s all quiet now, though. The police have gone. They found Rob’s body, and they stopped looking for Shane.



         
         
         
         
         
         Rob came into the shop where I work weekends not long ago and bought some Dairy Box for his mum, for Christmas. I told him
            that she’d want Ferrero Rocher, pointing to the gold pyramid I’d just stacked. We laughed. His flawless cheeks glowed.

         
         
         
         
         They’ll be grey now, though. Bloated from the water.

         
         
         
         
         No one’s found Shane. But he’s probably looking for me. If I sit here long enough, he might come. I might hear his beat. He
            might put his hands on my head.

         
         
         
         
         If he does, I’m not sure what I’ll do. I might scream. I might run off. But I’ll let him touch me, just once.

         
         
         
         
         Shane’s hand would have covered Rob’s whole head.



         
         
         
         
         
         Instead, Simon comes.

         
         
         
         
         I know it’s him before he sits down next to me. I recognise his sigh, the expensive-sounding crunch of his leather boots on
            the frozen mud.

         
         
         
         
         We sit for a long time, looking at the pool. There’s still police tape round the other side, where they found the body.

         
         
         
         
         Mum didn’t come to the funeral, but Simon did. He didn’t come with me, he just appeared at the last minute, sat behind me
            and breathed his damp air on the back of my neck. I didn’t ask him to do that. After the service, I slipped out before he
            could clutch my elbow and say my name.

         
         
         
         
         He must have followed me down the lane to the pools, telling Mum he was going to do some birdwatching. Promising he’d bring
            her something back. Kissing her pout before he left.

         
         
         
         
         He inches along the bench, closer. I let him sit there, in silence. I know he doesn’t know what to say to me. He steals the
            odd sideways glance at my face. I keep looking at the pool, though. I don’t want to see his eyes.

         
         
         
         
         Then he reaches into his coat pocket. Brings out a bar of Bourneville. Slides a finger beneath the red paper wrapper. Pops
            it open. Rips back a piece of foil. Offers it to me.

         
         
         
         
         I snap off a block and put it in my mouth. Let it melt.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
         part one

         
         
         
         
         
         Howard

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         one

         
         
         
         
         
         
         Summer, 1965

         
         
         
         
         
         Kathryn worked in the library. She looked like she belonged behind that counter, smiling at the borrowers, stamping the books,
            answering the phone in one breathless phrase, without even thinking. She looked so capable there.

         
         
         
         
         I wasn’t a library person, but that was the time of my first rose. It turned out to be a beautiful one, too, Rosa gallica, one of the oldest known varieties, deep red with generous petals. I hadn’t a clue what to do with it. It was an impulse
            buy on a visit to a nursery with Mum. I was seduced by the photograph tacked to the frame – all that promise. All that redness.
            I left it by the back door of the kitchen for a while, studying it every morning for signs of growth, afraid to leave it to
            its own devices in the garden. Mum suggested I consult a book. ‘Roses are for outdoors, Howard,’ she said. ‘It’ll perish inside.’

         
         
         
         
         The library was new then. It was built to match the multi-storey next door. It was a sunny July day when I went down there;
            from the window of the bus I watched the cow parsley swaying in the verges.

         
         
         
         
         When I opened the heavy library door it took my eyes a few moments to adjust to the gloom. Kathryn was behind the counter.
            She was wearing a red blouse; the white of her neck was startling against her scarlet collar. And I noticed her hair of course,
            all dark and wavy and resting there on her small shoulders.

         
         
         
         
         I didn’t go to the counter straight away. I spent about fifteen minutes weaving in and out of the shelves, trying to decipher
            the shelving system on my own. (Kathryn later explained about the Dewey Decimal. Roses are 635.933.)

         
         
         
         
         I could see that Kathryn was on the phone, so I hung about, looking at the noticeboard, until I heard her say goodbye.

         
         
         
         
         I brushed my hands across my shoulders – in case of dandruff – and then I approached.

         
         
         
         
         She looked up. Her nose was just that little bit too large for her face. But it matched her lips somehow, the size of it,
            because they were full and curvy, like the rest of her.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Can I help you?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Roses,’ I said. ‘I’m looking for books on roses.’

         
         
         
         
         We pretended not to recognise each other, although I knew who she was, and she told me later that she knew my face on that
            first day. ‘I knew who you were all right,’ she said.

         
         
         
         
         She’d been married to Jack Welch. He was killed in a motorbike accident not six months after they were wed. They were quite
            the couple in their courting days, Jack with his winkle-pickers, and Kathryn with her shiny hair. You’d see them racing through
            the village, her hands tight round his waist, her skirt dangerously close to the back wheel.

         
         
         
         
         After Jack died, no one saw Kathryn for a year.

         
         
         
         
         And there she was in the library, a widow at twenty-six, showing me a whole shelf of gardening books, with several solely
            dedicated to roses.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Are you a member?’

         
         
         
         
         I didn’t know what she meant. I thought I could just stroll in and borrow a book.

         
         
         
         
         ‘No. But I’d like to be.’

         
         
         
         
         She showed me the forms. I filled in each section, taking care not to let my letters spill over the printed lines. She watched
            me as I signed my name with what I hoped was a flourish. I pushed the forms over to her for examination, and she ran a finger
            along the lines, checking each one. ‘Howard Hall,’ she read out. ‘Totleigh Way, Calcot.’ She looked up. ‘That’s near me.’

         
         
         
         
         I went there as often as I could after that, sometimes taking the bus on a Thursday after work, as they stayed open until
            seven that night.
         



         
         
         
         
         
         She did something special when she answered the phone. She said, ‘Good evening,’ before she’d even started. Not just ‘Hello’,
            or plain ‘Darvington Library’, as I’d heard the others do. With Kathryn it was a three-part structure. ‘Good Evening. Darvington
            Library. How may I help?’ Her voice sliding up and down. And she always reached for a pad and pencil as soon as she picked
            up the receiver. She knew she might have to make a note, and she didn’t want to keep anyone waiting while she searched for
            the appropriate equipment.

         
         
         
         
         I noticed the way she’d dampen her forefinger with her tongue before she flipped through the membership files. And the way
            she closed the filing cabinet drawer with her hip, twisting her body and slamming it into place.

         
         
         
         
         On my fourth Thursday evening I promised myself I would speak, phone or no phone, filing or no filing. I’d go right up to
            the desk and ask her something. Interrupt, if necessary. I’d say anything I could think of. All I had to do was open my mouth
            and let the words come out.

         
         
         
         
         I spent the journey there looking at my reflection in the bus window. The fields smeared past. My nose looked big and red,
            pockmarked at the sides, the nostrils flaring slightly as I breathed. I licked a finger and smoothed it over an eyebrow, as
            I’d seen someone do in a film.

         
         
         
         
         When I walked into the library it was so quiet and warm that it was almost like the place was sealed against the outside world.
            The strip lights hummed. Somewhere a child shouted for his mother and was immediately hushed. I walked to the counter, my
            shoes heavy on the wooden floor. My trousers were too hot; the nylon was rough against my kneecaps.

         
         
         
         
         She wasn’t on the phone. Or by the filing cabinet. Behind the desk, an older woman in a cardigan sat reading a book, and didn’t
            look up as I went by.

         
         
         
         
         Just wait until she comes, I told myself.

         
         
         
         
         I walked towards my usual seat below a window, at the end of the gardening section. Selecting Roses – an Expert’s Guide by Geoffrey Smith, I sat down. I’d seen him on the television, and didn’t quite trust his easy manner. The book left a grubby
            film on my fingertips. Every book in the library seemed to smell of other people’s hands. The flyleaf had a photograph of
            Geoffrey holding a rose in his red scrubbed fingers, a fine layer of dirt beneath his nails. I supposed that I was meant to
            find that comforting. I wondered if Kathryn would like to see a layer of dirt beneath my fingernails, if that would convince
            her I was a man worth taking a chance on. A capable, outdoors sort of a man.

         
         
         
         
         The pages of the book were thick and soft. The spine creaked as I balanced it on one knee and turned each page. Burning dust
            from the overhead fan heater hung in the air; a warm blast agitated the hair on the back of my head. It was going a bit, even
            then. Mum pointed it out to me soon after my twenty-fifth birthday. ‘Your grandfather was bald at thirty, Howard,’ she said.
            ‘Mind you, you’ve got your father’s hair. Thick and sandy. He had it all over. And I mean everywhere.’

         
         
         
         
         I turned a page.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Good evening, ladies!’

         
         
         
         
         The voice of the man with the four carrier bags travelled across the library. Every Thursday evening he was there. Usually
            he was the only other man in the place. He wore a flat cap and a raincoat, buttoned right to the top, and a long blue scarf.
            Once I followed him as he stormed upstairs to the reference section. He dumped his carrier bags in the middle of the room
            and began spinning through the catalogue, the cards thudding against his fingers.

         
         
         
         
         Kathryn was never upstairs. She wasn’t a reference librarian. Nevertheless, he seemed to know her.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Ah, the lovely Kathryn! When are you going to stop shelving and let me read you the first volume of my memoirs?’ His voice
            boomed out over the shelves, and I heard her high-pitched laugh.

         
         
         
         
         So she was here.

         
         
         
         
         I turned another page.

         
         
         
         
         Then there was a squealing sound. I leant forward, the back of my neck taking the blast from the fan heater. Yes, there it
            was, a squeal followed by a series of clicks, surprisingly definite. Click-clack, click-clack, squeal. Click-clack, click-clack,
            squeal. Kathryn was wheeling the shelving trolley in my direction, her heels tapping on the wooden floor.

         
         
         
         
         The squeals stopped and I knew she was in the aisle next to mine. I turned my head and glanced through the space between the
            shelves. The fabric of her red blouse bulged slightly as she reached for a book. She made a sighing sound, and I knew she
            would be blowing a rush of air up towards her fringe. I’d watched her do it while she was on the phone. A difficult caller,
            probably. Her jaw would stick out and she’d blow up. Maybe roll her eyes.

         
         
         
         
         Her hand was on a book not more than ten inches from my ear.

         
         
         
         
         I looked back at Roses – an Expert’s Guide. Chapter Five. There was an illustration of a Gertrude Jekyll, its petals pink and giving. An excellent all round rose, read the caption. Good scent and even blooms.

         
         
         
         
         Kathryn’s knee clicked as she knelt to a low shelf. I wondered if she could see my sock through the gap, and I tried to remember
            which pair I had put on that morning.

         
         
         
         
         She sighed again and stood up, then selected another book from the trolley. I looked through the gap in the shelves. As she
            reached for the top shelf, her blouse lifted above the waistband of her skirt and revealed a section of rose-patterned petticoat.
            It was black and lacy; big petals and leaves curled up her side. Through the lace, the whiteness of her skin was just visible.

         
         
         
         
         I stared at these white patches of flesh until she stepped back on her heels and the blouse settled against her waistband.
            It can only have been a few seconds, that time I had with Kathryn’s side right there in my eye line, but I remember every
            detail of that lace, the way the rose stretched as she stretched, its holes expanding over her skin and sighing back into
            place.

         
         
         
         
         The squealing started up again. I looked back at my book. Blooms guaranteed throughout the summer, if you treat this species with respect.

         
         
         
         
         Click-clack, click-clack, squeal. She turned the corner and then she was right in front of me, standing beside the trolley.
            The air around us seemed to sway slightly as she breathed in and out. She selected a book on tulips and clutched it to her
            chest.

         
         
         
         
         She stood there for a while, gazing over my head. I looked at her hand, the way each finger stretched over the big red bloom
            on the cover.

         
         
         
         
         Then she spoke. ‘What’s that you’re reading?’ Her voice was small but firm, each word clearly pronounced.

         
         
         
         
         I looked down at the book, then back up at her. Sweat prickled on my forehead. Her eyes were on my mouth as I forced out a
            word. ‘Roses.’

         
         
         
         
         She nodded. ‘My dad grew them. All along the front of our house.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I know.’

         
         
         
         
         She looked surprised.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I mean, I remember.’

         
         
         
         
         Above us, the light hummed.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Do you have a favourite?’ she asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Favourite?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Rose.’

         
         
         
         
         I searched for a name. She began to drum her fingers along the tulip. I noticed that she still wore her wedding ring.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Gertrude Jekyll’s very good.’ I took a breath. ‘It’s the best all round rose. Blooms guaranteed throughout the summer. Easy
            to care for. But the best thing about it, of course, is that it’s very, very beautiful.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Hmm.’ She began to smile. ‘A bit pink for me.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You know it, then?’

         
         
         
         
         She nodded. ‘My dad had them all over the place. Flirty Gerties, he called them. But red’s my favourite.’

         
         
         
         
         I looked at her blouse. ‘I thought so.’

         
         
         
         
         She looked away then, and I wished I’d said something else.

         
         
         
         
         As she reached up to slot the tulip book into place, her blouse lifted again. She would have down on her skin there, on her
            belly and perhaps her side. Fine down, almost invisible, but I would know it was there.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Do you have your own garden?’

         
         
         
         
         I shifted in my seat. ‘I’m getting one.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘And will it be all roses?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh no. I have plans. Tall wild flowers growing in between the roses. Maybe an archway. Box hedges lining gravel pathways.
            Nothing straight, but everything in balance. The thing with gardens is you have to have vistas. Something you can look through.’

         
         
         
         
         She laughed. ‘You sound like you’re going to open it to the public.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Maybe I will.’

         
         
         
         
         We looked at each other.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Better get on.’ She grabbed the trolley handle with both hands.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Just a minute,’ I said.

         
         
         
         
         Her fingers loosened their grip, but she remained stooped over the trolley.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I want to ask you something.’

         
         
         
         
         She looked at me, both eyebrows raised and her lips slightly open. The fan heater blew a strand of hair across her cheek and
            she jutted her jaw forward and blew upwards.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I have to ask you something.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes?’

         
         
         
         
         As she waited for me to speak, she stroked the spines of the books on her trolley, letting her fingers trail loosely over
            the titles.

         
         
         
         
         I cleared my throat.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Do you like climbers or trailers best?’

         
         
         
         
         For a minute she didn’t respond. She continued to run her fingertips over the books as she watched me. Then she said, ‘Why?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Because I’ll need to know. I’ll need to know which one to buy for you.’



         
         
         
         
         
         ‘That Kathryn Welch is one of them.’

         
         
         
         
         I was late getting to the power station canteen. I missed my usual seat by the window, so I had to sit at the end of a long
            table right next to the tea urn. The hot metal was at my back and men kept brushing my shoulders as they queued up with their
            mugs. Steam spurted around me as I stirred my tea.

         
         
         
         
         At first I thought it was my imagination; I thought that I was hearing Kathryn’s name only in my head, just as I was somehow
            expecting her to telephone or leave a message, even though she didn’t know where I worked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Tweed knickers, but I’d like to get them off her.’

         
         
         
         
         A big laugh broke over my head. I stirred my tea faster. ‘She’s a lovely one, eh, Howard?’

         
         
         
         
         I turned round in my seat. Derrick Pearce shot a jet of steam into his mug. He held it high in the air and examined it before
            taking a slurp. Then he looked over at me. ‘You got that tea stirred? You’ll wear the bloody spoon out.’

         
         
         
         
         I tapped the spoon three times on the rim of my mug before letting it rest on the table.

         
         
         
         
         ‘She told me you’re keen.’ Derrick’s voice was softer. He smiled.

         
         
         
         
         I scraped my chair back and stood up. Derrick’s face was wide and red, and he breathed out a stream of cigarette-and-tea-smelling
            breath. I noticed he had one collar inside and one outside his jumper.

         
         
         
         
         I stepped round him.

         
         
         
         
         When I got back to my desk in the control room, I ripped out the notebook page on which I’d written Kathryn’s name. I tore
            it into lengthways strips, and then I folded the strips and tore them horizontally. Then I tore each one again and let the
            pieces flutter out of my hands and into the wastepaper basket, where they lay in a mound of paper dust.
         



         
         
         
         
         
         I managed to stay away from the library for the next month. I didn’t go into Darvington at all until I had to take Mum to
            town for a doctor’s appointment. While we were there, she took a fancy to borrowing a novel.

         
         
         
         
         ‘It will help me kill the hours while you’re at work,’ she said.

         
         
         
         
         I hung back outside as she pushed the door open. It was Saturday morning and I knew it would be busy in there. Probably Kathryn
            would be overwhelmed by phone calls, filing and shelving.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Are you coming in?’

         
         
         
         
         The wind blew a pile of leaves around the door; I traced a line through them with my foot.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Don’t just stand there, Howard,’ Mum called to me, ‘come out of the wind.’

         
         
         
         
         The door closed, sealing us inside. Blown-in leaves had been trodden down to soft streaks on the doormat. I stepped over them
            and tried not to look at the counter.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Isn’t that Kathryn Welch?’

         
         
         
         
         Through the Saturday shoppers and the families taking their children on their weekly library outing, Kathryn was walking towards
            us. She was wearing a short blue dress which fell into and over the curves of her body.

         
         
         
         
         Mum nodded towards her. ‘That’s a very short frock for a library.’

         
         
         
         
         I stood there, looking at that blue dress. Then Kathryn’s eyes met mine and she held my gaze for a second before walking away.

         
         
         
         
         I put a hand on Mum’s shoulder and said, ‘Aren’t the novels over there?’



         
         
         
         
         
         I glanced round the library. The man with the four carrier bags was nowhere to be seen. A dampness was creeping under my armpits,
            so I removed my jacket.

         
         
         
         
         A branch was blowing against the window I usually sat beneath, but it made no sound. It swayed silently, its leaves pressing
            flat against the glass for a moment before springing back to life in the wind. The humming of the strip lights was all I heard
            as I made my way over to Kathryn. The phones, the children, the thud of books being stamped all faded. I walked through the
            hum towards her.

         
         
         
         
         She was staring at the spines arranged on the top shelf of her trolley. Part of her dress was pulled up slightly against her
            thigh where she leant on the wood.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Hello,’ I said. And without thinking about it, I added, ‘I’ve missed seeing you.’

         
         
         
         
         She stuck her jaw out and blew up into her fringe. She didn’t look at all surprised. ‘Good,’ she said.



         
         
         
         
         
         I think Mum guessed there was something going on from the frequency of my library visits, but she didn’t question me, even
            after she’d seen Kathryn there in her blue minidress. I suppose I started to come home looking pleased with myself after
            that. I’d spend at least an hour in the library with Kathryn, following the trolley as she wheeled it round the aisles, sitting
            down and chatting to her as she reached up to those high shelves, watching for any glimpse of the white skin of her side.

         
         
         
         
         I decided to ask her to the power station dance. I’d been visiting her for at least a month, but I wasn’t sure if she would
            be ready to say yes. Our conversations had been about my plans for a garden, her father’s roses, the forthcoming library extension,
            the books Kathryn liked to read. She would recommend things to me but I didn’t take them out as I knew novels weren’t my thing.
            Once I had The Mayor of Casterbridge by Thomas Hardy in my hand all the way up to the counter, thinking it would make her smile and nod if she stamped it for me.
            But at the last minute I deposited it on the trolley. I knew I’d never read it, which would mean I’d have to lie to her when
            she asked me.

         
         
         
         
         So there had never been any mention of anything personal. I had not questioned her about her dead husband. She had not enquired
            if I was courting any girl.

         
         
         
         
         On the day I decided I would ask her, I spent the bus journey from Calcot to Darvington forming different ways of putting
            my question.

         
         
         
         
         Would you care to join me at the power station dance? I asked the trees that hung over the river.

         
         
         
         
         There’s a dance on Saturday night. Do you fancy it? I asked the bus stop just after Darvington Bridge.

         
         
         
         
         Want to join me at the dance on Saturday? I asked the posters in the Co-op window.

         
         
         
         
         Should I just go straight to the desk and come out with it, leaning urgently on the counter? Kathryn. I want you to come to the dance with me.

         
         
         
         
         Or wait until she was alone in the literature section and spend half an hour building up to the subject? Perhaps there would
            be some novel I could enquire about that had a big dance scene in it. Something like Jane Austen. Not that a power station
            dance would be anything like that.

         
         
         
         
         Or perhaps I should start with a compliment.

         
         
         
         
         You look like you’d enjoy a good dance.

         
         
         
         
         No, that sounded slightly obscene. That was what some of the men at work would be saying to their women down the Barley Mow. You look like you’d enjoy a dance love. And the rest.

         
         
         
         
         By the time I arrived in the warmth of the library, my mind was blank. I couldn’t see Kathryn anywhere. I even went upstairs
            to the reference section. The man with the four carrier bags was thundering through the card catalogue. But Kathryn was nowhere
            to be seen.

         
         
         
         
         I walked slowly down the stairs, listening for the click-clack of her heels. And as I reached the final step, her voice was
            suddenly there.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Howard. Hello.’ She was stroking the spines of the books on her trolley. ‘Isn’t there a dance at the power station on Saturday?’
            she said.
         



         
         
         
         
         
         So later that evening I probably came in whistling.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m beginning to think you’ve got a fancy woman,’ said Mum.

         
         
         
         
         Nothing else was said until the Saturday morning before the dance. Every other Saturday I would take Mum to the covered market
            in Oxford to buy what she called ‘some real meat’. She didn’t trust Hughes’s in Darvington. ‘It’s too cheap,’ she said. ‘And
            it’s all wrapped up, ready. I don’t trust that. You don’t know what it is. I want to see it on the counter. I want to see
            him cut into it.’

         
         
         
         
         But that Saturday I had to buy some new trousers for the dance. I knew that none of the trousers I usually wore would be acceptable.
            They were not what young men wore. They were the sort of trousers worn by men in banks, in schools, in offices. I needed something
            that would show Kathryn I was a worthy dancing partner for a woman in a blue mini-dress.

         
         
         
         
         So I’d have to say something to Mum. I was twenty-eight years old. This was the first time I’d wanted to tell Mum about any
            girl.

         
         
         
         
         That morning she cooked us bacon, eggs and fried bread, like she always did at the weekend. I cut into my egg and the yolk
            leaked into the bacon fat.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Into Oxford today,’ I said.

         
         
         
         
         Mum folded a rasher onto her fork. ‘I’m beginning to wonder if that market is worth it.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Maybe it isn’t. It’s quite expensive. You could try somewhere else. Somewhere closer.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I can’t buy the meat in Hughes’s, Howard, if that’s what you mean.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘But like you say, it is expensive. In Oxford.’

         
         
         
         
         She nodded and continued to eat.

         
         
         
         
         I put down my knife and fork.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You’re not making much of a dent on that bacon, Howard.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘The thing is,’ I said, ‘the thing is, I’d like to go on my own today.’

         
         
         
         
         She didn’t stop chewing as she stared at me. She swallowed, dabbed the corner of her mouth with her apron and picked up her
            teacup.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I see. Well, you can do as you like. You’re not my little man any more. You’re grown now.’

         
         
         
         
         She blew loudly into her tea. Then sighed. Then blew loudly again.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Mum – ’

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s all right, Howard, really.’ There was a little laugh in her voice, and she arranged her mouth in the way she always
            does for photographs: lips turned slightly up at the corners. ‘You go and do what you have to. Whatever that is. I won’t stop
            you.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Mum – ’

         
         
         
         
         She put up one hand. ‘I mean it.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s just that I’m taking a girl out tonight.’

         
         
         
         
         Slowly, her hand came down and rested on the top of her cup. All her fingers curled around the rim, as if she was afraid that
            something would fall into her tea. She stared at her hand.

         
         
         
         
         ‘She’s a lovely girl, Mum. She works in the library.’

         
         
         
         
         She nodded, keeping her head bowed over the teacup. I noticed that her grey roots were beginning to show.

         
         
         
         
         ‘In fact, you know her. It’s Kathryn Welch.’

         
         
         
         
         She took a breath. ‘Howard. You don’t have to tell me. What I mean is, I don’t want to know. Unless – ’ she clenched the tea
            cup tighter – ‘unless I really have to.’ She looked at me, her grey eyes small and frightened. ‘Do you understand, son?’
         



         
         
         
         
         
         On our first date, Kathryn wore a pink outfit. It made her look like a rosebud.

         
         
         
         
         We sat at a table, staring at our drinks. I remember watching a bead of moisture slip down her glass of gin and tonic. Every
            time she reached forward to pick up her drink I thought I’d be able to touch her hand. It would be easy: I’d just reach out
            and fold my fingers around hers. And she’d look up and say my name. Oh, Howard.

         
         
         
         
         But she kept on sipping, and my hand stayed cold around my pint.

         
         
         
         
         Derrick Pearce looked over from the bar. He wore a bright purple shirt and tie, and pointed shoes.

         
         
         
         
         I got up to go to the toilet, and when I came back, Derrick was in my seat, leaning over Kathryn, whisky glass in hand. She
            was smiling, and her hand was at her neck. ‘Why don’t you come and dance, love?’ he was saying.

         
         
         
         
         Kathryn looked up at me.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Just one dance,’ said Derrick, twisting round to give me a wink. ‘Howard won’t mind. Will you Howard?’

         
         
         
         
         Kathryn’s eyes searched my face as she took a sip from her gin and tonic.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I would mind, actually, Derrick.’ I tried to smile at her. ‘I would mind a great deal. But it’s up to Kathryn.’

         
         
         
         
         She put down her drink and, without even looking at Derrick, she stood up and led me to the dance floor. We danced together
            all night, my hand resting in that warm little hollow at the bottom of her back.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         two

         
         
         
         
         Spring, 1966

         
         
         
         
         
         The film’s sharp edges scratched at my hands. I held its end up to the light and looked through the perforations along the
            top before tucking it in the slot. Soon Kathryn’s image would be there, captured on my film.

         
         
         
         
         I’d bought a camera in Ivor Field’s Photographic Supplies in Darvington. An Ilford Sportsman. It was second-hand but looked
            as good as new; they’d thrown in a black leather carrying case for nothing. The man in the shop, who called me ‘Young Man’,
            showed me how to unscrew the case from the camera’s bottom. But, as he pointed out, this wasn’t really a necessary skill,
            as you could easily take as many pictures (or ‘shots’, as he called them) as you liked with the strap still safely hooked
            around your neck. You need never risk dropping it.

         
         
         
         
         The case was new leather. I brought it to my nose and inhaled: it smelled fresh, a bit like the earth I’d dug round my new
            roses the day before. I loved the sound the button made as you pressed it to take a picture (‘a firm touch is what’s needed,
            Young Man,’ said the man in the shop, ‘as I’m sure you know’). A definite click, no going back. There were dials around the
            lens, with numbers marked on. I had a booklet which told me all about what they meant. As long as I could focus, the man said,
            I could take a picture. It was just a matter of getting Kathryn within the central square, framing her, and closing the shutter.
            Click.

         
         
         
         
         It was a Sunday afternoon in early spring. Kathryn and I had been courting for a few months, but this was the first time we’d
            arranged to meet at my house.

         
         
         
         
         I remember the light coming through my curtains that morning; how I knew it would be warmer that day from the way the sun
            seemed to penetrate right through the material.

         
         
         
         
         As I watched for Kathryn from my bedroom window, the glass became wet with my breath.

         
         
         
         
         Eventually she came into view. She was wearing a yellow dress and cardigan. She’d come out without her coat, but was carrying
            a yellow umbrella. She frowned as she walked; the little nick in the centre of her forehead deepened as she examined each
            of the houses along our road. It was as if she’d never seen them before, although she’d lived here all her life.

         
         
         
         
         I thought about opening the window, leaning out and snapping her right there and then, framing her little frown in my central
            square. Click.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Howard. She’s coming.’

         
         
         
         
         Mum must have been watching, too, from the living room window.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ll get the door,’ she called, before I could make it halfway down the stairs. I ducked into the living room so that I wouldn’t
            be waiting behind Mum when Kathryn came in.

         
         
         Then I realised I still had the camera around my neck, so I took it off and placed it on the nest of tables. I clicked the
            case shut and arranged the strap so it curled around the case.

         
         
         
         
         I stood by the fireplace. Placing one hand on the chimney-breast, I attempted to lean against it in a relaxed manner. I wished
            Mum didn’t have that photograph of me in my school blazer on the mantelpiece. ‘You loved that school, Howard. I couldn’t drag
            you away from the place,’ she always said when she caught me scowling at it. ‘I loved the blazer,’ was what I wanted to reply.
            The feel of the silk embroidered badge on the breast pocket. The shiny buttons on the cuffs.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Do come in, dear.’

         
         
         
         
         I took my hand away from the chimney-breast and put it in my pocket.

         
         
         
         
         Kathryn stood in the doorway, her shoulders slightly hunched. She looked all round the room, that nick still in her forehead,
            before she looked at me.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Go on in, dear. Howard’s been waiting for you.’

         
         
         
         
         Kathryn stepped forward. Mum edged past her into the room. ‘Well, this is nice,’ she said, standing by me, pulling her face
            into a smile.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What a lovely photo,’ said Kathryn, gesturing towards the fireplace.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Howard loved that school.’

         
         
         
         
         Kathryn raised her eyebrows.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Have you got the camera all ready, son?’ Mum asked.

         
         
         
         
         Kathryn looked at me. I nodded towards the nest of tables. ‘I bought it. Yesterday.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I expect he’ll want to take some snaps of you, dear. All dressed up in your nice clothes.’ Mum’s smile didn’t move as we
            stood in silence, staring at the camera.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Shall we go?’ I suggested.



         
         
         
         
         
         ‘We can’t drive on a day like this,’ said Kathryn, looking up at the sky.

         
         
         
         
         The front path glowed in the sunshine. I decided to sling my jacket over my arm.

         
         
         
         
         Kathryn stopped and stood at the gate. A tulip brushed her leg as she swung round to face me. ‘We should just walk, don’t
            you think?’

         
         
         
         
         I had put a new blanket on the back seat of the car.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Just walk?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s such a lovely day. It’s a shame to waste the sunshine, sitting in a car.’

         
         
         
         
         I’d spent all yesterday afternoon brushing out the upholstery and polishing the dashboard and the mirrors. I had removed Mum’s
            Mills & Boon novel from the glove compartment, replacing it with a new bag of barley sugar. I had imagined unwrapping them
            for Kathryn, feeding her sweet morsels as we drove.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Come on,’ said Kathryn. ‘I know where we should go.’ We walked through the village in silence, swapping the odd small smile,
            until we reached the church. I thought about asking Kathryn if I could snap her in front of the yew trees in the graveyard;
            the daffodils were out and with her yellow outfit it would have made a pretty picture. But instead I asked, ‘Where are we
            going?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Not far.’

         
         
         
         
         We took the lane around the side of the church. Kathryn led the way, her hand trailing along the old stone wall. I walked
            behind, watching her skirt sway slightly with each step.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I enjoyed the dance, Howard.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Do you know Derrick Pearce?’

         
         
         
         
         She twisted her umbrella in her hand. ‘A little.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘He mentioned you, at work. Before the dance.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Did he?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘He mentioned that he’d spoken to you.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Really.’

         
         
         
         
         I waited for more.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I think he was keen on me for a while,’ Kathryn said.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I see.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I don’t like him much, though.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘No.’

         
         
         
         
         The lane smelled of rain and earth. It had become warmer and my toes rubbed together in my shoes. I would have to choose thinner
            socks tomorrow.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ve been planting some more roses.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh yes?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ve bought a yellow one. It’s the colour of your dress.’

         
         
         She turned and gave me a quick, bright smile before continuing down the path. The lane became thinner and darker. Blossom
            hung over our heads; a few petals were already floating to the ground.

         
         
         
         
         ‘How do you know Derrick?’ I asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I don’t know him, Howard.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I thought you did.’

         
         
         
         
         Kathryn stopped walking and looked into my face. ‘He came into the library. Like you.’

         
         
         
         
         I laughed. ‘Derrick Pearce, in a library?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘What’s funny about that?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I didn’t have him down as a library man, that’s all.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I didn’t have you down as a library man, Howard.’ She carried on walking, twisting her umbrella in time with each step.

         
         
         
         
         We came out of the lane and into the fields behind the power station.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I haven’t been down here for a long time,’ Kathryn said.

         
         
         
         
         From where we stood, I could see the cooling towers of the power station on one side, and the pools – the disused gravel pits
            – on the other. The power station pumps its surplus ash into these pits. They’re really the best place for it. Things seem
            to grow down here, whatever happens.

         
         
         
         
         The closest pool shimmered in the sunshine, its surface glinting through the leaves as if there was nothing beneath. At that
            moment, it looked as if it was a real lake, not a man-made, oversized puddle.

         
         
         
         
         Steam rose from the cooling towers into the sky. People often think there are burners or something sinister inside them. When
            the power station was first built, Mum thought the village would be choked by smoke. ‘My washing will be black,’ she said.
            But I explained to her that each tower is actually a hollow concrete shell. They’re just for cooling the water from the power
            station. It’s not smoke coming from the towers; it’s condensation.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I swam here once.’ Kathryn had made her way through the trees and was standing at the edge of the first pool, grasping the
            elderflower bushes on either side of her, peering into the water.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Be careful,’ I said, following her. ‘There’s a sign here somewhere. Deep water leading to possible entrapment.’ I tried to
            make my voice light.

         
         
         
         
         She leaned over a bit further, making the branches sway. ‘It was so cold. Even though it was the hottest day I can remember.’

         
         
         
         
         I undid the camera case. ‘Look at me,’ I said. She looked back and I pushed the button. Click.

         
         
         
         
         She blinked. ‘I wasn’t ready.’

         
         
         
         
         I snapped the camera case shut. ‘When was that?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘What?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘When you swam.’ I worked my way to the edge of the bank where she stood.

         
         
         
         
         ‘A long time ago.’

         
         
         
         
         I put my hand on her shoulder and squeezed, and was surprised by the hardness of the bone there. ‘We could swim here, if you
            like.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I don’t think I’ll ever do that again, Howard.’ She circled the tip of her shoe in the mud.

         
         
         
         
         After a minute, I asked, ‘Can I take another picture?’

         
         
         
         
         As I positioned myself a few feet from the bank and tried to get Kathryn in focus, she glanced up at the cooling towers behind
            me.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I hate those towers.’

         
         
         
         
         I turned the dial until her edges became crisp.

         
         
         
         
         ‘The way you can’t escape them.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Smile.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘They’re so… overwhelming.’

         
         
         
         
         I clicked. ‘You didn’t smile. I’ll have to take more if you don’t smile.’

         
         
         
         
         She continued to gaze over my head at the cooling towers.

         
         
         
         
         ‘They’re my work, Kathryn.’ I closed the camera case.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I know. It must be worse for you.’ She walked back up the bank towards me, her feet slipping slightly in the soft earth.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Not really. I like seeing them again. If I’ve been away.’

         
         
         
         
         She stumbled a little then and caught hold of my arm to steady herself. ‘Really?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes. Six towers. Six towers means I’m home.’

         
         
         
         
         The sun was getting lower in the sky and the afternoon light was softening around us. Kathryn put her hand up to my cheek
            and ran her finger along the length of my nose. ‘Six towers,’ she said. ‘Funny. I’ve never counted them.’

         
         
         
         
         I smiled at her. ‘But I know everything about them, you see.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh yes?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes. I know what they’re for. Why they’re important, necessary. And you don’t. Which is why you don’t like them.’

         
         
         
         
         She laughed. ‘Is that right?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Each one of those towers cools the water from the power station condensers, using the natural updraught of air. And that’s
            necessary every time you switch a light on. Those towers are a miracle, Kathryn. They help keep Calcot illuminated. They keep
            the whole county illuminated. And warm. They keep everything running.’

         
         
         
         
         She twirled her umbrella. A bird skimmed over our heads and across the water. ‘There’s other things, though, that we need,’
            she said. ‘To keep things running. Apart from heat and light.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Not much,’ I said.

         
         
         
         
         She wrapped her arms around my waist and I smelled the warmth of her thick hair. ‘No,’ she said. ‘No. I suppose not.’



         
         
         
         
         
         It was a quiet wedding. Kathryn carried red carnations; I remember thinking that with all those frilly edges they weren’t
            quite right for her, but they suited the registry office with its green leather armchairs and photos of local councillors
            on the walls. When we signed the register Mum’s hand rested on my shoulder, and Kathryn stared as I wrote my name with the
            fountain pen. ‘Your signature,’ she said. ‘It looks different from how it did in the library.’ I gave Mum my camera to take
            some pictures, but none of them came out very well. I still have the one I took, of Kathryn just after the ceremony, standing
            in the doorway of the town hall, looking off to the right, holding her bunch of blooms down by her thigh, the fleshy tip of
            her nose slightly pink from the cool spring day. On the back of the photo I wrote, Mrs Kathryn Hall.



         
         
         
         
         
         The house was a surprise for my wife. We’d been living with Mum for a few months after we were married, which I didn’t mind,
            but Kathryn was keen to move for obvious reasons. So I’d been to the council and put our name on the list, and this place
            had come up in Totleigh Way. It was just down the road from Mum’s and it had gardens back and front, so I took it immediately.

         
         
         
         
         It was a hot day when we came here; the grass out front was scorched, and there was dust all over Kathryn’s new shoes by the
            time we made it to the door.

         
         
         
         
         ‘It doesn’t look too promising from the outside,’ I said as I pushed the key in the lock. Kathryn squeezed my hand. ‘Our new
            house!’ she whispered.

         
         
         
         
         I thought afterwards that I should have carried her over the threshold, but she was in the door and up the hall before I could
            say anything.

         
         
         
         
         We stood in the hallway in silence. It was cool in there even though the sun was blazing outside, and the smell of damp rose
            up like rotten fruit.

         
         
         
         
         We walked through the downstairs rooms, Kathryn leading the way, her heels clacking on the bare concrete floor. The walls
            in the hallway were covered in green paint that was so thick it shone. Kathryn ran a finger along the paint as she walked,
            tracing each bump.

         
         
         
         
         She opened the door to the kitchen, looking back at me uncertainly before entering.

         
         
         
         
         We stood in the middle of the room and looked around. I knew that her eyes would be registering every detail, and I noticed,
            with a sudden, sharp clarity, all the things she would be noticing. I don’t think the walls had ever seen plaster. They were
            painted white, but had gone yellow long ago. On one wall there was a brown outline where the cooker must once have been. The
            smell of ancient chip fat hung in the air.

         
         
         
         
         I knew these were all merely surface things, things I could fix. But my wife felt differently.

         
         
         
         
         I watched as her face fell.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Let’s go upstairs,’ I said, before she could speak. ‘Bound to be better in the bedrooms.’

         
         
         
         
         When Kathryn stepped into the room that was to be our bedroom, she started to cry. There was mould all up the wall around
            the window. A sheet of wallpaper hung down like a strange curtain.

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s not that bad,’ I said. ‘Look at that lovely big window. The light it lets in.’

         
         
         
         
         She sniffed.

         
         
         
         
         ‘We’ll get it sorted in no time.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I can’t live here. Look at it.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You’re not seeing it, though; you’ve got to trust me. I can see how it will look – when I’ve finished.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I can’t live here, Howard.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Wait,’ I said. ‘Wait here a minute.’

         
         
         
         
         I’d had a feeling that she’d react like this, so I’d bought her a little gift, in preparation. I fetched it from the car and
            ran back up the stairs to her.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What’s that?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I thought you could help me plant it. In our new garden.’

         
         
         
         
         She looked at the gnarled stump of a rose that I’d placed in her hands, and was silent.

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s for you, Kathryn.’

         
         
         
         
         She put the tub down and embraced me, her arms tight around my shoulders.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Thank you, Howard,’ she said, but I felt the wetness of her tears on my neck.



         
         
         
         
         
         I didn’t stop Kathryn working at the library, even though Mum mentioned it every time we went there. ‘And you’re still working
            at the library?’ she’d ask as she poured the tea or handed round the biscuits. ‘Yes,’ Kathryn would reply, with a look at
            me.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Full time?’ Mum would add, and I’d have to say, ‘Mum, you know Kathryn’s full time,’ and attempt to change the subject. On
            bad days, Mum wouldn’t let the subject change, and she’d quiz Kathryn on how she had the time to prepare my dinner and keep
            the house clean. Then Kathryn would be silent with me on the walk home, and I’d have to go out in the garden and stay there,
            whatever the weather, until she called me in or came out and put her hand on my shoulder, which was the signal that I was
            forgiven. Then I’d lead her round the flower beds and show her what I’d planted, and what was doing well, and she’d listen
            to it all, nodding and smiling, and usually she’d spot a weed.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You’ve missed a bit,’ she’d say, pointing and laughing.

         
         
         
         
         Sometimes when I was out there she’d bring me a cup of tea. ‘You never drink enough,’ she’d say, handing me the cup and saucer,
            her eyes squinting against the sun, and then I’d want to call Mum round to the house immediately, to show her what a good
            wife Kathryn was.
         



         
         
         
         
         
         One Saturday she came home from her morning’s work at the library with a packet of seeds she’d bought in Woolworths.

         
         
         
         
         I knew she’d been seduced by the photograph on the packet (people always are): glossy red poppies, a whole field of them.

         
         
         
         
         Now, poppies are not what I’d call a stylish flower. They look lovely in their place – a farmer’s field, at the side of the
            road – but in a garden they all too often end up looking sad and scraggy, their stems sticky with blight, their flowers over
            in a jiffy, leaving the seeds to blow all over the place so you just don’t know where another one is going to pop up next
            year, or the year after that.

         
         
         
         
         But Kathryn was keen on poppies.

         
         
         
         
         I was sitting down with the newspaper and a fresh pot of tea (I knew she’d be back by one thirty, so the kettle went on at
            one twenty-five, and I was usually pouring by the time she opened the front door). She stood in front me and waved her packet
            of seeds; her dark hair shook around her shoulders.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Look what I’ve got.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Do you want tea?’ I asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What? Oh, yes. Thanks.’ She sat opposite me and held out the packet of poppy seeds before her.

         
         
         
         
         ‘They’re so beautifully red. And yet so delicate.’ She seemed pleased with that thought. ‘Don’t you think so, Howard?’ she
            asked. ‘Isn’t it strange how a flower can have such a strong colour and yet be so vulnerable?’

         
         
         
         
         I looked up from my newspaper. ‘Where are you going to plant them?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I thought I’d just scatter them. You know. Be a bit free-spirited about it.’

         
         
         
         
         I laughed. ‘You can’t just scatter them. I’ve got to know where they are. For watering.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘But you water everywhere,’ she said. ‘Anyway. There’s no need to worry. I’ll look after them.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘What do you know about gardening?’ I asked, reaching out to take the packet from her.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What do I need to know?’ She snatched the packet back. ‘You shove them in the ground and hope for the best. Then you spend
            hours out there, watering, trimming, hoeing and picking out the bits you don’t want, and – Bob’s your uncle – you’re a gardener.
            Apparently.’

         
         
         
         
         We stared at each other.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Well. You’d better plant them, then,’ I said, opening the back door and stepping outside. I had box to trim, dahlias to dead-head.
            Plenty to keep me busy.

         
         
         
         
         About an hour later, I stopped and looked up at the back of our house. Kathryn was standing at the bedroom window, staring
            out at me. I waved, and she opened the window.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m going to plant them,’ she called. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure the neighbours weren’t in their gardens.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh yes?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Watch me.’ She leant out and shook the open packet. The wind must have carried most of the seeds over into next door’s garden,
            but I felt a few of them brush my face as they fell to the earth.

         
         
         
         
         ‘That’s what I call gardening,’ she said, and she closed the window.
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