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For my dad, Harry, the perfect companion
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Afterwards

Dorset, 2019

The last caller had dropped his keys down the gutter. The one before had stubbed a toe. This was different. A bad line, dropping in and out of signal. A woman’s voice gasping panic, gabbling sentences he couldn’t decipher. Then something that might have been he or she or even they, and three words, suddenly clear, that gouged through a year’s experience.

‘… took the children.’

The call handler felt his mind empty, immediately, as if it had been shaken upside down. He stretched out fingertips and balanced them bloodless on the desk. Through the phone, he could hear the shriek of the wind, then the woman gibbering in incomprehensible snippets. From the next desk, his colleague turned to him, eyebrows up. He shook his head, speaking into the handset. ‘Can you tell me where you are?’

The woman yielded a phone number, an address. Her voice held ice-still, then disappeared into the crackling line. The words emerged isolated, distorted. ‘A gun …’ His mouth seemed to dry of itself. He held his breath to catch every whisper. ‘Please help us. Please.’

The handler keyed words into the computer, recalling his script with an effort. ‘Help is on its way.’ Did she even hear him? He heard only the wind, a wild drumming like stones on metal, and a high keening that could have been a baby’s cry. Then that serrated breath, close to the phone.

‘The others …’ The rest of her words were lost. The handler heard himself barking questions, sharply efficient. Around him, as in a different world, he could see lines light up. More calls coming in.

‘It’s so dark,’ the caller said. ‘I can’t see … I can’t see anything.’ Then the voice was clearer, high as a scream. ‘What if they’re all dead?’


Triassic


The continents are fused: one vast land. This stretch of desert is not yet Dorset. It is not yet England, or even Europe. Later, they will call this the Wessex Basin, lined with the accumulated sediments from aeons of geological history, Permian to Palaeogene. The red deposits draw a line like sand in a jar, to last for millennia.
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Brandon

Dorset, 2019

The weekend, which would flirt with farce and end in horror, began with a kiss.

Brandon stood by the panes of what his wife called their second home, congratulating himself that the setting, at least, was proof against modernisation. Above him, the Dorset countryside that was alternately Cornwall wild and Cotswolds tame. In front, the English Channel. Grey as tin on this late winter day; deep sapphire when he’d seen it first. Despite everything, he was bewitched by this piece of coast. He would go to his grave loving it.

Aline came to him with her lioness walk and stood before him like a figure in a poster: pale hair and long legs, with floor-to-ceiling glass and that unreal view behind her. Beyond the panes, the ground dropped almost at once into crag and scrub. Far below, unseen from here, it rose and fell and fell again, landing at last in the oatmeal curve of the bay.

‘God,’ she said. ‘We were so right to do this.’ She indicated the glass, the opaque stretch of sea, with one hand. ‘It’s like you could run straight into it.’

‘Fall into it,’ he said. Fifty metres down, those tilting waters.

She slid her fingers down the back of his jeans, nudging long nails into his buttocks. He twisted his head and his lips touched the scented sheet of her hair. She turned him to admire her handiwork. Ripped-out walls and an interior stripped and started again. Wood and glass, white space, and what their architect had called a statement staircase, rising from the shining floor. Blue-edged lilies in a vase the colour of the sea on a table carved of driftwood.

A designer’s dream. Aline’s dream.

‘It’s perfect,’ she said.

‘It should be,’ he said. ‘It cost enough.’

He yelped as she ripped her hand away, nails scouring skin, and swung off to the table. He thought how strange it was that the same pain, caused by the same movement by the same person, could be entirely erotic or entirely not. Upstairs, he heard his children fighting; behind him, the rain starting.

He watched her set a bottle of Bollinger on the table and arrange about it the crystal flutes that had been her grandmother’s, getting the right angle for a photo. She showed him the picture gleaming on the screen and the message she’d typed to go with it.

I have champagne. And surprises.

‘OK?’ she said.

‘It looks great.’

‘You could sound more enthusiastic.’

‘You know what I think.’

She laughed, pressed send. ‘It’s too late to argue.’

‘Aline …’

She turned back to him, so close that he could almost taste the cherry gloss on her mouth. Nearly seventeen years together, and she was still the sexiest woman he had ever met – and the most frustrating. ‘Anyone would think,’ she said, ‘that you didn’t want to see our friends.’

‘It’s not that.’

‘If you’re worrying about how Rob will react …’ She ran her lips down the line of his jaw. ‘Then don’t. He has his new girlfriend.’

‘I know.’ He hesitated. Her breath was berry-sweet, distracting.

‘You don’t suppose either of them feels the same, after all these years?’

He let her mouth move onto his. ‘I’m not sure,’ he said, while he could still speak, ‘and I don’t believe you are either.’

She laughed softly, into the kiss.
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Darryl

Edinburgh, 2001

Saturday 15 September

The latest undergraduates are moving in next door. Their landlady came yesterday with yellow bottles and her own Hoover and all day the smell of bleach spilled onto the shared landing and down the communal stair. I do not care. They will not change my life.

I heard her again today, out of breath but talking up all four floors. In the brief intervals, I heard rattling keys and an intermittent low bass. Male. A very neutral English. Polite. I put my eye to my peephole and caught a distended glimpse before they disappeared through the burgundy door. Two men carrying boxes. One older, one young; both ordinary-looking. I turned to tell Phyllis, but she was in the bedroom, resting. She’s always resting.

For hours afterwards, I stood at the bay window with the shutter half open, drinking and watching the smooth curve of the crescent. The tall bay-fronted tenements; the cars far below in their parallel lines. I saw the Volvo vanish onto Marchmont Road with the older man in it, and the next student turn up minutes later. He was tall and thin, wearing glasses and carrying two backpacks, and I guessed he’d walked from Waverley station. The first lad went along the street to meet him, and they half hugged, half thumped each other in the way I have noticed male students doing. The shorter one wrestled the smaller rucksack from his pal and put it on his own back.

I watched them along the pavement, chatting easily, then on the short weed-strewn path to the tenement door. Afterwards, I stared for a long time at my computer screen, unable to summon enthusiasm for my PhD, and wondering who the final room was for.

Sunday 16 September

The third tenant is a girl, and beautiful. Serendipitously, I was on my way back from the shop when they were unloading her belongings, so I got a first look undistorted by the peephole.

The Audi had found a space immediately outside the building (a miracle of either luck or determination), and at first I registered only that the pavement was filled with golden giants. Closer inspection revealed that only three were blonde and only two tall: the man at the open boot, who looked as though he belonged in an advertisement for Scandinavian outdoor wear, and the girl now hugging the shorter of the two boys I had seen before. She was – she is – magnificent, laughing with white teeth and bright, swinging hair in a high ponytail. A sunflower on the drizzly street.

No question this goddess had her looks from her father: the older woman, unloading boxes, had a greying brunette bob and a placid, unremarkable face. The younger girl was fair too, but somehow more ordinary, as though the gilt pen had run out by the time they got to her.

I didn’t want to walk past them carrying my plastic bag with its milk and bread and tea and a packet of mince for later, but I made myself do it. I held open the front door and they went past me in turn, legs bumping the carrier bag, all carrying one box except the Nordic-god father, who had three stacked on top of each other. I received five polite, very RP thank yous. I produced five company smiles, then waited until they were two flights up before I followed.

Phyllis was slumped in an armchair, facing the desk where I should be working on my thesis, still in the clothes she’d worn the day before. My smile tightened. I said, ‘The girl next door looks like a Botticelli Madonna.’

I gazed into Phyllis’s silent, purply eyes, waiting for a reaction. But she can play this game too well.
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Michael

Dorset, 2019

He drove the narrow roads with Radio 4 playing quietly. Front Row, half attended to. In the back, his daughter jolted upright, cried out, then dropped into her dream again. In the dark, he couldn’t see her in the driving mirror, but he pictured her as he knew she must be: one pink cheek pressed against the side of the car seat, curly hair going every which way and a plush mouse clasped, dribble-covered, in one fist. Behind him was his baby son, downy-headed, round-cheeked, lost in milk dreams.

Nikki slumped in the passenger seat, covered in a down jacket with her head awkwardly against the top of the seat belt. Seeing her, he felt a rush of affection and gratitude, and made a mental note to buy her a travel pillow, one of those that blew up and went round your neck. Sleep was precious to her now, guarded, grasped at, gobbled like a drug.

He thought about the invitation that had brought them here: the come and see what we’ve done with the house that had appeared out of the blue in his inbox, brightening and disturbing a January day at the office. He thought of the conversation in the kitchen that night, conducted in tense whispers against the smell of cooking, while he paced with Rufus unsettled on his chest.

‘If Aline and Brandon want to see us,’ Nikki had said, ‘why not see us in London?’

Because that’s not how it’s worked out. It had been months since any of them had met, and then it had just been him and Brandon for a hasty drink in the city, not long before Rufus was born. Aline had sent a Harrods teddy bear for the new baby, a personalised ‘big sister’ doll for Chloe, but they had not visited.

‘It’s a long way,’ Michael had said. This was true, if also disingenuous. They lived on opposite sides of that vast city: he and Nikki on the south-eastern edges, scrabbling to hold on, and Aline and Brandon in Hampstead.

‘Not as far as Dorset,’ Nikki had said. But she had agreed at last to this weekend, with its long drive and late nights. She had done it for him.

The road narrowed and grew darker, branches kissing above them. The headlights picked out skeleton twigs. Michael thought he could hear the sea, but surely that was his imagination, anticipating what he knew lay ahead. He changed down a gear, took a corner with careful precision.

They left the road and bumped along a rough track, coming to a choice between a shut farm gate and a sharp downward turn to the right. Memory tugged him. Nikki blinked, struggling to sit upright.

‘Where are we?’

‘Almost there.’

The car turned, jolted, slid steeply down. Nikki pulled the coat tighter around her. ‘I’m freezing,’ she said. ‘What time is it?’

‘Seven thirty.’

‘It feels like midnight.’

She was right. The sky was heavy jet; he thought he heard an owl. It was as though they had dropped out of time and space somewhere on that last long trek from the motorway. He turned again, sped up, then pulled onto flat, crunching gravel.

‘There’s the house.’

An outside light came on, flipping sinister silhouette to showy renovation. Grey stone and glass stretching into black space. Stone urns with clematis just coming into bud, climbing by the door.

‘It’s beautiful,’ he said.

‘Of course it is.’

He looked sideways, but said nothing. He drew up against the high stone wall. The door swung open and there was Aline, radiant as he had pictured her, with her arms out. Then he was out of the car, she was kissing him on both cheeks and then, laughing, on his mouth, and he was tumbled decades back.

He saw her running through the Meadows, her long plait the colour of sunflowers; in their Edinburgh flat, leaning forward in the half-light, alive with laughter, Rob sprawled on cushions on the floor. At his parents’ house, making it more sophisticated just by being there. Turning her fair head, her face unreadable, until her eyes met his.

Promise.

He saw her laughing out at a sea that was like the Italian Riviera, not half a mile from where they were now.

Enough, he told himself.

Nikki got out stiffly, wriggling her neck. Aline kissed her, then pulled her into a hug. ‘It’s so wonderful to have you here.’ Michael unstrapped Chloe and carried her, still sleeping, against his heart.

Brandon wasn’t there. ‘Gone to get my surprise,’ Aline said. ‘Well, one of them.’ She set down the car seat with Rufus just stirring inside it. ‘Oh, he’s scrumptious. It almost makes me broody again, just being near him.’

The room was spectacular, extending over almost the whole ground floor and including kitchen, dining and living spaces, each complete in itself, every beautiful piece of furniture looking as if it had been made to be there. The stairs were a sculpture, so cunningly contrived from wood and metal that each step appeared to float in space. Fifteen pristine rectangles.

‘Wow.’

‘I thought you’d like it. And here’s another surprise.’

Michael didn’t know what he’d expected. Caviar, perhaps, to go with the promised champagne. Another expensive present for the children. What he saw was a teenager with straight dark hair, eyes the colour of wet slate, an I’m-meant-to-be-here smile, and a pile of towels in her arms.

‘Hi,’ she said.

‘Hi,’ Nikki said. Her eyes were bemused.

‘Childcare,’ Aline said. ‘You both look like you need it.’ And then, to the girl, ‘Milly darling, these are my friends Michael and Nikki. Would you show him their room, and help put Chloe to bed?’

Michael followed the narrow legs upstairs, his daughter half waking in his arms and Aline’s voice carrying up after them. ‘Milly’s my Girl Friday. Our two love her.’

‘How nice,’ Nikki said.

The bedroom was so exquisite that he was ashamed of their scruffy holdall, plastic bags stuffed with baby paraphernalia. He asked, ‘How long have you worked for Aline?’

Milly reached out her arms for Chloe, who wriggled contentedly into them. ‘A while,’ she said. ‘Are you old friends?’

‘Very,’ he said, and he felt obscurely sad.

Downstairs, he found Nikki feeding Rufus on a shining sofa, looking faintly shell-shocked and holding a flute of champagne. The baby’s fat hand gripped her bra strap and he spat her nipple out at intervals, sending beady glances round the dazzling room. Michael accepted a pale gold glass from Aline and sat close beside them.

‘When’s Rob getting here?’ he asked.

‘He texted,’ Aline said. ‘They’re stuck in traffic.’

Nikki reattached Rufus. ‘His new girlfriend must really like him. That’s one hell of a drive just for the weekend.’

Aline shrugged, curling herself into an armchair. ‘I suppose she does.’ She glanced at Michael. ‘Didn’t they always?’

‘Inexplicably, yes.’

He considered the gallery-perfect space, filling in new details. A vast oil in sea blues and greens on one wall; on another, floor-to-ceiling blinds the colour of winter mist. He permitted himself one long look at Aline’s tilted face, as immaculate as any of it. Then he reached for Nikki’s hand and raised his glass to them both.

The next surprise came twenty minutes later, walking ahead of Brandon into the house. A woman with hair like oak leaves in autumn (or fall, as she would call it), a long skirt, and a face Michael hadn’t seen for nearly seventeen years. Behind her, two girls – near identical, perhaps five or six years old – surveyed the room with dark eyes.

‘Jesus Christ,’ he said. ‘Sienna.’

The woman smiled. Realising that he had sounded more shocked than delighted, Michael added, ‘What a wonderful surprise.’

‘Isn’t it?’ Aline said, with her arms round the newcomer. ‘She messaged me on LinkedIn and said she was in the UK for a few months.’ She stood back, hands on Sienna’s shoulders, smiling into her face. ‘It seemed an unmissable opportunity to get us all together again.’

Briefly, Michael was back in his own tiny kitchen with the smell of ragu and that conversation that had only just not been a quarrel. ‘Why did Aline ask us?’ Nikki had persisted. ‘Why now?’ Well, here was her answer.

Sienna hugged Michael, waved a greeting at Nikki. ‘Cute baby,’ she said. ‘Gorgeous space.’ But she said it not as though she saw them; as though she was looking through the spotless walls, waiting for something else. Michael took a bag from Brandon, hugging him in turn, and murmured in his ear.

‘She knows Rob is coming?’

Brandon nodded, almost imperceptibly.

‘And him?’

A wry face, a shake of the head. Michael saw Nikki watching them and shot her a too-bright smile. Sienna spun back to her children, as though wrenching herself from a hold. ‘My two,’ she said. ‘Astrid and Luna.’ Her accent was exactly as he had remembered it. Pure California.

Aline swooped, squeezing the little girls to her. ‘Well, aren’t you gorgeous?’ Michael noticed how Astrid returned the hug, but Luna held herself apart. Aline turned away, still smiling, and pulled more champagne from a fridge that appeared to be full of it. The teenager padded down the stairs on silent feet, holding out a hand to each child.

‘I’m Milly,’ she said. ‘We’re playing cards. I’ll show you how. Then we’ll get you to bed.’

They hesitated only a split second before they went with her, Luna clutching her sister’s hand.

Sienna settled onto a sofa and accepted a bubbling glass with a long exhale. ‘Well, that was much easier than I thought it would be. Your nanny’s a witch, Aline. Where did you find her?’

‘London, of course. She’s a student at LSE.’

Michael hardly listened. He was studying Sienna’s now-smiling face, fingers translucent on the stem of the flute, and thinking – it was not an original observation – that it was she who could be a witch. An Avalon mystic, red-haired, long-robed. Insidiously attractive.

All this time, she had been gone. Even while the rest of them had stayed close – and they had, for several years – she had been conspicuous by not being there. In crossing the Atlantic she had vanished from their lives as completely as the early pilgrims must have done. Of course, she had had her reasons.

‘It’s going to be fantastic,’ Aline said, ‘to be all together again.’ She smiled, Guinevere to Sienna’s Morgaine, proffering a crystal glass.

Michael pictured Rob somewhere on a packed motorway with yet another girlfriend they had not met, and over the voices and the clinking glasses he formed another question. The same one Nikki had asked about Aline.

Why now? If Sienna had had good reasons for staying away, what had changed?

He pushed the thought from him. The past was a long way behind them. And Aline was right: it was wonderful to see her.
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Five old friends. A reunion to die for.





